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DIVERSITY OF REVELATION
Frithjof Schuon

Seeing that there is but one Truth, must we not conclude that
there is but one Revelation, one sole Tradition possible? To this our
answer is, first of all, that Truth and Revelation are not absolutely
equivalent terms, since Truth is situated beyond forms, whereas
Revelation, or the Tradition which derives from it, belongs to the
formal order, and that indeed by definition; but to speak of form is to
speak of diversity, and so of plurality; the grounds for the existence
and nature of form are: expression, limitation, differentiation. What
enters into form, thereby enters also into number, hence into
repetition and diversity; the formal principle— inspired by the infinity
of the divine Possibility— confers diversity on this repetition. One
could conceive, it is true, that there might be only one Revelation or
Tradition for this our human world and that diversity should be
realised through other worlds, unknown by man or even unknowable
by him; but that would imply a failure to understand that what
determines the difference among forms of Truth is the difference
among human receptacles. For thousands of years already, humanity
has been divided into several fundamentally different branches, which
constitute so many complete humanities, more or less closed in on
themselves; the existence of spiritual receptacles so different and so
original demands differentiated refractions of the one Truth. Let us
note that this is not always a question of race, but more often of
human groups, very diverse perhaps, but none the less subject to
mental conditions which, taken as a whole, make of them sufficiently
homogeneous spiritual recipients; though this fact does not prevent
some individuals from being able to leave their framework, for the
human collectivity never has anything absolute about it. This being so,
it can be said that the diverse Revelations do not really contradict one
another, since they do not apply to the same receptacle, and since God
never addresses the same message to two or more receptacles of divergent
character, corresponding analogically, that is, to dimensions which are
formally incompatible; contradictions arise only on one and the same level.



The apparent antinomies between Traditions are like differences of language
or of symbol; contradictions are in human receptacles, not in God; the
diversity in the world is a function of its remoteness from the divine
Principle, which amounts to saying that the Creator cannot will both that the
wotld should be, and that it should not be the wotld.

If Revelations more or less exclude one another, this is so of necessity
because God, when He speaks, expresses Himself in absolute mode; but this
absoluteness relates to the universal content rather than to the form; it applies
to the latter only in a relative and symbolical sense, because the form is a
symbol of the content and so too of humanity as a whole, to which this
content is, precisely, addressed. It cannot be that God should compare the
diverse Revelations from outside as might a scholar; He keeps Himself so to
speak at the centre of each Revelation, as if it were the only one. Revelation
speaks an absolute language, because God is absolute, not because the form
is; in other words, the absoluteness of the Revelation is absolute in itself, but
relative gua form.

The language of the sacred Scriptures is divine, but at the same time it is
necessarily the language of men; it is made for men and could be divine only
in an indirect manner. This incommensurability between God and our means
of expression is clear in the Scriptures, where neither our words, nor our
logic are adequate to the celestial intention; the language of mortals does not
a priori envisage things sub specie aeternitatis. The uncreated Word shatters
created speech while directing it towards the Truth; it manifests thus its
transcendence in relation to the limitations of human powers of logic; man
must be able to overstep these limits if he wishes to attain the divine meaning
of the words, and he oversteps them in metaphysical knowledge, the fruit of
pure intellection, and in a certain fashion also in love, when he touches the
essences. To wish to reduce divine Truth to the conditionings of earthly truth
is to forget that there is no common measure between the finite and the
Infinite.

The absoluteness of a Revelation demands its unicity; but on the level of
facts such unicity cannot occur to the extent of a fact being produced that is
unique of its kind, that is to say constituting on its own what amounts to a
whole genus. Reality alone is unique, on whatever level it is envisaged: God,



universal Substance, divine Spirit immanent in this Substance; however, there
are relatively unique facts, Revelation for example, for since all is relative and
since even principles must suffer impairment, at any rate in appearance, and in
so far as they enter into contingencies, uniqueness must be able to occur on
the plane of facts; if unique facts did not exist in any fashion, diversity would
be absolute, which is contradiction pure and simple. The two must both be
capable of manifesting themselves, unicity as well as diversity; but the two
manifestations are of necessity relative, the one must limit the other. It
results from this, on the one hand that diversity could not abolish the unity
which is its substance, and on the other that unity or unicity must be
contradicted by diversity on its own plane of existence; in other words, in
every manifestation of unicity, compensatory diversity must be maintained,
and indeed a unique fact occurs only in a part and not in the whole of a
cosmos. It could be said that such and such a fact is unique in so far as it
represents God for such and such an environment, but not in so far as it
exists; this existing however does not abolish the symbolism of the fact, it
repeats it outside the framework, within which the unique fact occurred, but
on the same plane. Existence, which conveys the divine Word, does not
abolish the unicity of such and such a Revelation in its providentially
appointed field, but it repeats the manifestation of the Word outside this
field; it is thus that diversity, without abolishing the metaphysically necessary
manifestation of unicity, none the less contradicts it outside a particular
framework, but on the same level, in order thus to show that the uncreated
and non-manifested Word alone possesses absolute unicity.

If the objection is raised that at the moment when a Revelation
occurs, it is none the less unique for the world, and not for a part of the
world only, the answer is that diversity does not necessarily occur in
simultaneity, it extends also to the temporal succession, and this is
clearly the case when it is a question of Revelations. Moreover, a
uniqueness of fact must not be confused with a uniqueness of
principle; we do not deny the possibility of a fact unique to the world in
a certain period, but that of a fact unique in an absolute sense. A fact
which appears unique in space, is not so in time, and inversely; but
even within each of these conditions of existence, it could never be
affirmed that a fact is unique of its kind— for it is the genus or the
quality, not the particularity, which is in question— because we can



measure neither time nor space, and still less other modes which elude
us.

This whole doctrine is clearly illustrated by the following example:
the sun is unique in our solar system, but it is not so in space; we can
see other suns, since they are situated in space like ours, but we do not
see them as suns. The uniqueness of our sun is belied by the
multiplicity of the fixed stars, without thereby ceasing to be valid within
the system which is ours under Providence; the unicity is then
manifested in the part, not in the totality, although this part is an image
of the totality and represents it for us; it then ‘is, by the divine Will, the
totality, but only for us, and only in so far as our mind, whose scope is
likewise willed by God, does not go beyond forms; but even in this case,
the part is totality so far as its spiritual efficacy is concerned.

We observe the existence, on earth, of diverse races, whose
differences are ‘valid’ since there are no ‘false’ as opposed to ‘true’
races; we observe also the existence of multiple languages, and no one
thinks of contesting their legitimacy; the same holds good for the
sciences and the arts. Now it would be astonishing if this diversity did
not occur also on the religious plane, that is to say if the diversity of
human receptacles did not involve diversity of the divine contents, from
the point of view of form, not of essence. But just as man appears, in
the framework of each race, simply as ‘man’ and not as a ‘White’ or a
“Yellow’, and as each language appears in its own sphere as ‘language’
and not as such and such a language among others, so each religion is
of necessity on its own plane ‘religion’, without any comparison or
relative connotation which, in view of the end to be attained, would be
meaningless; to say ‘religion’ is to say ‘unique religion’; explicitly to
practise one religion, is implicitly to practise them all.

An idea or an enterprise which comes up against insurmountable
obstacles is contrary to the nature of things; the ethnic diversity of
humanity and the geographical extent of the earth suffice to make
highly unlikely the axiom of one unique religion for all men, and on the
contrary highly likely— to say the least— the need for a plurality of
religions; in other words, the idea of a single religion does not escape



contradiction if one takes account of its claims to absoluteness and
universality on the one hand, and the psychological and physical
impossibility of their realisation on the other, not to mention the
antinomy between such claims and the necessarily relative character of
all religious mythology; only pure metaphysic and pure prayer are
absolute and therefore universal. As for ‘mythology’, it is— apart from
its intrinsic content of truth and efficacy— indispensable for enabling
metaphysical and essential truth to ‘gain a footing’ in such and such a
human collectivity.

Religion is a ‘supernaturally natural’ fact which proves its truth—
from the point of view of extrinsic proofs— by its human universality,
so that the plurality and ubiquity of the religious phenomenon
constitutes a powerful argument in favour of religion as such. Just as a
plant makes no mistake in turning towards the light, so man makes no
mistake in following Revelation and, in consequence, in following
tradition. There is something infallible in the natural instinct of
animals, and also in the ‘supernatural instinct’ of men; but man is the
only ‘animal’ capable of going against nature as such, either wrongly by
violating it, or else by transcending it.



‘WITH ALL THY MIND’
Martin Lings
(Shaykh Abu Bakr Siraj al-Din)

It could be said that one of the criteria of orthodoxy in a religion is that it
should provide adequate means for the fulfilment of the following
commandment in all its aspects: “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all
thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with thy entire mind, and with all thy
strength.'

The most essential part of the commandment is clearly its opening. The
heart is the organ of faith, whose higher possibilities are certainty,
intellection, gnosis. It is called ‘heart’ because it is as central and vital to the
soul as the physical heart is to the body. The function of a centre is always
that of attraction and radiation, on the one hand to draw towards it the
outlying parts and to keep them knitted together as an integral whole, and on
the other to transmit to them, according to the measure and the mode of
their varying capacities, what it receives from worlds which lie above and
beyond it. To ‘love with all thy heart’ means total love. Mind and soul, which
depend ultimately on the heart for love of God, needed separate mention in
the commandment only because their domination by the centre was reduced
at the Fall to being no more than a virtuality, and because on the path of
return to the primordial state of loving ‘with all thy heart’, mind-love and
soul-love have a function of cause— or so it seems— in the process of
re-awakening heart-love, though they could never be fully realized except as a
result of that re-awakening. The give and the take in question correspond to
the interaction of human initiative and Divine Grace. However much the
manner of expression may vary, religions are in agreement that a minimum
of effort from mind or soul in the direction of the heart, that is, the

1 St. Mark, XII, 30. In Deuteronomy VI, 5, to which this is a reference, the element ‘mind’ is
not mentioned, which makes no fundamental difference since the mind is strictly speaking a
psychic faculty, and is therefore implicit in the word ‘soul’. In St. Matthew, XXII, 37, on the
other hand, the element ‘strength’ is absent which again makes no difference inasmuch as
physical energy and endurance are dominated by the will, which is also a psychic faculty.



Transcendent, is guaranteed to call down upon itself a vivifying and
growth-promoting force out of all proportion to the gesture that released it.
But that human gesture needs to be continually repeated.

Loss of direct contact with the heart meant loss of that inward attraction
which alone could counterbalance the centrifugal tendencies of the other
faculties. Left to their own resources, they were bound to move further and
further from the centre and therefore from each other. This process of
disintegration, although checked and even partially reversed for brief periods
by repeated Divine interventions throughout the course of time, is inevitably
now near to reaching its extremities, inasmuch as all traditions agree that we
are approaching the end of this temporal cycle; and one of the most striking
features of the general disintegration characteristic of modern man is an
unparalleled mental independence by reason of which many minds are
feverishly active and almost ‘acrobatically’ nimble. The same lack of
anchorage makes also for an abnormally hurried superficiality of judgement
and conclusion.

It is this mental independence which makes so timely and so necessary the
chapter on ‘Understanding and Believing’ in Frithjof Schuon’s Logic and
Transcendence” The author focuses our attention on the monstrous yet now
not uncommon phenomenon of understanding metaphysical truths in the
mind without any assent of belief from the soul, let alone the heart. The only
remedy is re-integration, since only if the different faculties are knit closer
together can the soul be brought within near enough reach of the mind to
respond to the light of the doctrine, which is addressed to the mind directly.
But mental understanding followed by re-integration are as a second and
third stage in the path of return. In the present context we are concerned
with the preliminary stage of removing obstacles which make it difficult or
impossible for the mind to understand. Intelligence has its rights, and these
have not always been upheld by the representatives of religion. The mental
faculties need to be appeased and re-assured ; and to this end religion has no
option but to sacrifice certain half-truths, not to speak of mere suppositions
and conjectures, which in the past were considered as powerful motives for
loving God ‘with all thy soul and with all thy strength.’

2 Ch. XII (Hatper and Row, 1975).



A religion’s claim to unique efficacy must be allowed the status of half-
truth because there is, in fact, in the vast majority of cases, no alternative
choice.” In the past it would have been as pointless for a religion to dwell on
the wvalidity and efficacy of other religions as it would be for an
announcement to be made from an all-capacious lifeboat to those struggling
in the waters about it that five miles away there was an equally good lifeboat.
The lack of any such acknowledgment did not cause minds to falter in their
worship, because each traditional civilization lived for the most part in
high-walled isolation from other sectors of humanity. Moreover, there is
nothing questionable in the general notion that certain religions are defunct
and have been superseded by Divine intervention. Nor can it be doubted that
pseudo-religion is a possibility, since the scriptures themselves speak of false
prophets. A mediaeval Christian, for example, was therefore not mentally
compromised because he classed Judaism as a superseded religion or because
he classed Islam as a pseudo-religion. Everyone has a right to be ignorant or
mistaken about what takes place in worlds other than his own.

But in the present age the isolating walls have for the most part been
broken down. Otherwise expressed, the lifeboats are mostly within reach of
each other, and life lines even cross; and minds are inevitably troubled by
thoughts which would never have assailed them in the past. In a word, it
becomes difficult to dedicate the mind to the worship of God when religious
authorities make claims which the intelligence sees to be in direct
contradiction with what religion teaches about the nature of God.

It may be objected that if the present situation is new, globally speaking, it
none the less existed in the past, if only for relatively small minorities who
lived at the frontiers which separated one theocratic civilization from
another. For the last thirteen hundred years and more, Christians and
Muslims have lived side by side in the Near East, with ample opportunities

3 As Frithjof Schuon has rematked, for those who come face to face with the founder of a
new religion, the lack of alternative choice becomes as it were absolute in virtue of the
correspondingly absolute greatness of the Divine Messenger himself. It is moreover at its
outset, that is, during its brief moment of ‘absoluteness’, that the claims of a religion are for
the most part formulated. But with the passage of time there is inevitably a certain levelling
out between the new and the less new, the more so in that the less new may have special
claims on certain people



for seeing that ‘the other religion’ is, in fact, just as genuine as their own. But
until recent times the vast majority, including intellectuals, were none the less
able, in all peace of mind, to live out their lives in the conviction that their
religion alone was truly valid. Why should not the same exclusivism still be
compatible with mental serenity?

The answer is partly that the frontiers which separate one perspective
from another are not merely geographical. In a theocratic civilization, men
are perpetually surrounded by reminders of God and the Beyond; and this
produces an ‘inwardness’ which is both individual and collective, and which
is itself a kind of isolating wall." The destruction of such walls is an evil; but
the virtues they helped to maintain are indispensable and must be supported
by other means. The following quotation, though it goes far beyond the
context of what we are considering here, is none the less extremely relevant
to the question of ‘half-truths’ as obstacles to mental co-operation in piety.’

The usual religious arguments, through not probing sufficiently to the
depth of things and moreover not having previously had any need to do
so, are psychologically somewhat outworn and fail to satisfy certain
requirements of causality. If human societies degenerate on the one hand
with the passage of time, they accumulate on the other hand experiences
in virtue of old age, however intermingled with errors these may be. This
paradox is something that any pastoral teaching intended to be effective
should take into account, not by drawing new directives from the general
error, but on the contrary by using arguments of a higher order,
intellectual rather than sentimental.

4 “‘Aloof” and ‘introspective’ are the epithets applied by Kenneth Cragg to the Eastern
Churches, whom he severely criticizes in The Call of the Minaret for having done practically
nothing throughout the centuries to convert the Islamic Fast to Christianity. It does not
seem to occur to him that the qualities in question, though inconvenient for missionaries, are
nearer to virtue than to vice. Moreover, the ‘aloofness’ may well be in part a subconscious
unwillingness to ‘rush in where angels fear to tread’.

5 Frithjof Schuon, Islam and the Perennial Philosophy, World of Islam Festival Publishing
Company, London, 1976; repr. Lahore: Suhail Academy, 2000, p. 53.



Mental dilemma is a more or less inevitable consequence of seeking to
maintain, in the modern world, all the details of the average religious
perspective which characterized one’s pious ancestors. A striking example of
this is to be seen in an article on Jesus which a Jewish Rabbi was recently
invited to write in one of our leading newspapers, the purpose of the
invitation being to have an opinion which was representative of orthodox
Jewry as a whole. The Rabbi’s exposition is based on the question: What
prompted Jesus to claim that he was the Messiah? A Jew, he maintains, is
well qualified to answer this question in virtue of his special knowledge of the
history of his own people, from which he knows that expectations of the
Messiah had never been so strong as they were at that particular time. There
was a kind of collective wishful thinking in the air which made it almost
inevitable that someone would persuade himself and others that he was, in
fact, the Lord’s Anointed. The Rabbi goes on to speak appreciatively of Jesus
as a man, acknowledges his excellent human qualities, emphasizes his good
intentions, and excuses him for his messianic claims.

As a purely psychological explanation of how the Christian religion came
into existence, this article opens up the way for someone else to demolish
Judaism by exactly the same type of argument. Another point to be noticed is
that the author, so it seems, does not dare to think beyond eatly first century
Palestine either in time or in space. He speaks almost as if the crucifixion had
only just been perpetrated, closing forever, as it must then have seemed to
not a few, one of many chapters in the chronicle of false messianic claims.
But what of world history in the last two thousand years? What of the fact
that this ‘false messiah’ has taken possession, spiritually speaking, of three
continents and half possession of a fourth, while making considerable
inroads into the fifth? And what of the God who has allowed this
wide-spread, long-lasting, deep-rooted deception to take place?

In other words, a would-be demonstration of the falsity of another
religion proves to be a boomerang which comes back to strike at the very
heart of one’s own religion. For God is the heart of every religion; and a god
who would allow deception on such a colossal scale would not be worth
worshipping, even by the ‘chosen people whom he had protected against that
deception.’



On such a basis, belief can only be kept up by not following certain trains
of thought which demand to be followed, and by refusing to draw certain
obvious conclusions— in fact by no longer being equipped ‘with all thy
mind’, let alone loving God. Such belief is exceedingly precarious; and even if
the believer in question can live out his own life in orthodoxy to the end, he
has little means of fortifying others, and he is in perpetual danger of finding
any day that his sons and his daughters have lapsed into agnosticism or
atheism. The anti-spiritual pressures of the modem world being what they
are— and this applies especially to modern education— the scales are heavily
weighted against finding the only true solution, namely a more universal
spiritual perspective, which means moving nearer to the Spirit and therefore
‘upstream’ and ‘against the current’. On the other hand, the false solution of
agnosticism is simply the next easy step down from misgivings about religion
that are based on rationalism and pseudo-logic.

It seems to the Jew that to admit the Messianic claims of Jesus would
amount to admitting that Judaism has been superseded— and Christians are
waiting at the door to tell him that this is indeed the case. He wrongly
imagines himself to be faced, practically speaking, with a choice between
Judaism and Christianity. But it would be possible— and this is certainly a
solution which some orthodox Jews have individually” found for
themselves— at least to reserve judgement about Jesus, or even to accept in
his first coming a foretaste of the final and all-fulfilling Messianic advent,
while continuing to cling to the God-given certainties of the Pentateuch and
the Psalms. For Jews who were not swept into Christianity on the crest of its
initial wave, the fact that the Messianic mission has not yet been altogether
fulfilled can be taken as a sign that Judaism has not yet been superseded and
as a justification for remaining faithful to the religion of Moses.

It is relatively easy for the Jew to go half way towards the perspective of
religio perennis simply by reserving judgement about other religions. Since
Judaism is not a world religion he can, with a clear conscience, leave other
sectors of humanity to Providence in the certainty that It will take care of
them. The Christian on the other hand feels himself to be the chosen

¢ For the ideal collective attitude of Judaism to Christianity, and for the reasons why it could
never be realized, see Frithjof Schuon, Iskn and the Perennial Philosophy, p. 58.



instrument of Providence in this respect, as indeed he is, but within limits.
The Church’s refusal to see these limits results in a perspective which, in the
modem world, runs dangerously close to the precipice of disbelief.

It is now some years since the already mentioned book The Call of the
Minaret was published, and there is reason to think that the views of its
author have moved since that time in a more universal direction. It is none
the less a faithful mirror of the dilemma which faces many Christians, in
particular clergymen and more especially missionaries, who come into close
contact with Islam, and who cannot help being deeply impressed by its
strength and its fullness as a religion. It is impossible for them to persist in
calling Muhammad a ‘false prophet’. On the other hand they will not, or as
the case may be, dare not, give up their claim that the Passion of Jesus is the
sole means of man’s redemption. The point of the book’s title is that the
muezzin’s call should be for Christians as a summons to duty, ‘the duty of
restoring to Muslims the Christ that they have missed.” The author adds: “The
Christ Jesus of the historic faith is an unescapable figure. It is He we must
present to the world of Islam ... yet how we are to do this remains a problem
and a burden!’” These last words are an understatement. It is almost
impossible to make adult Muslims accept the Christian doctrine of
redemption, for they already have a full doctrine of Divine Grace and Mercy
in another form, and the historic Jesus plays no part in it, although he
remains a most benevolent and glorious onlooker. The Qur’an calls him the
Word of God and a Spirit from God; and Muhammad testified to his second
coming. In the days of the Caliphate, one of the traditional ways of wishing
long life to a Caliph was to say to him: May you live long enough to give your
government into the hands of Jesus, the son of Mary— Peace be on them
both! But it would be impossible to introduce Jesus into the inner structure
of Islam, for the building is already complete and perfect. Providence has not
been waiting neatly fourteen hundred years for some Christian missionary to
lay the foundation stone.

The author in question seems to have certain suspicions along these lines,
and sparks of exasperation— or something akin to that— fly out from time to
time: ‘Islam has proved in history the supreme displacer of the faith of
Christ’, and “The rise of Islam will always be a painful puzzle to the Christian
mind.” But although he speaks of ‘transcending difficulties’, there is nothing



really transcendent in the book from beginning to end, and that is its
weakness. On such a basis, there can clearly be no question of ‘loving with all
thy mind’.

The same criticisms cannot be made of A New Threshold” by the Bishop of
Guildford, because there is at least one remarkable outlet onto universality in
a timely quotation from St. Justin Martyr’s Apology, where the uniqueness of
Christ as Redeemer is expounded at the level of the Logos and not allowed
to trespass upon lower domains which are subject to multiplicity. From this
point of view, the act of Redemption belongs to the Divine Nature of Jesus,
not to his human nature, and since it thus transcends time and space, it
cannot be limited to any historical event. “We have been taught that Christ is
the First begotten of God, and have testified that he is the Intellect (/ogos) of
which every race of man partakes. Those who lived in accordance with
intellect are Christians, even though they were called godless, such as, among
the Greeks, Socrates and Heraclitus and others like them . . . Those who
lived by Intellect, and those who so live now, are Christians, fearless and
unperturbed”.”

In recalling St. Justin’s standpoint as a legitimate one for Christians to take
with regard to adherents of other religions, the Bishop of Guildford thereby
implicitly assents to its unescapable corollary that the act of Redemption
operates in other modes as well as in the specifically Christian mode of the
Passion. The contrary claim, that in a world subject to multiplicity the Divine
Mercy, by definition Infinite, should be limited to one single effective act is
in principle something that a metaphysician cannot readily accept, quite apart
from the overwhelming factual evidence against it. Admittedly the majority
cannot be sacrificed to a minority; but certain claims which may have
‘worked’ in the past are of an increasingly dubious value for the majority
while being lethal to the intellectual minority. There are Christians for whom
the Bhagavat Gita comes next to the Gospels and the Psalms as their most
reverend book; and this Hindu scripture bears a most eloquent and

7 This booklet, with the subtitle, ‘Guidelines for the Churches in their relations with Muslim
Communities’ has recently been published to coincide with the World of Islam Festival.

8 First Apology, Section 46. For the word ‘Reason, as translation of /ggos, we have substituted
‘Intellect’.



irrefutable witness to a redeeming Divine Incarnation other than Jesus in the
person of Krishna and, by extension, of other Hindu Avataras, including the
Buddha. As Frithjof Schuon remarks: ?

Every exoteric doctrine is in fact characterized by a disproportion
between its dogmatic demands and its dialectical guarantees; for its
demands are absolute as deriving from the Divine Will and therefore also
from Divine Knowledge, whereas its guarantees are relative, because they
are independent of this Will and based, not on Divine Knowledge, but on
a human point of view, that of reason and sentiment. For instance,
Brahmins are invited by Christian missionaries to abandon completely a
religion that has lasted for several thousand of years, one that has
provided the spiritual support of innumerable generations and has
produced flowers of wisdom and holiness down to our times. The
arguments that are produced to justify this extraordinary demand are in
no wise logically conclusive, nor do they bear any proportion to the
magnitude of the demand; the reasons that the Brahmins have for
remaining faithful to their spiritual patrimony are therefore infinitely
stronger than the reasons by which it is sought to persuade them to cease
being what they are. The disproportion, from the Hindu point of view,
between the immense reality of the Brahmanic tradition and the
insufficiency of the religious counter arguments is such as to prove quite
sufficiently that had God wished to submit the world to one religion only,
the arguments put forward on behalf of this religion would not be so
feeble, nor those of certain so-called ‘infidels’ so powerful; in other words,

9 The Transcendent Unity of Religion (Harper and Row, 1975), p. 14. The title “With All Thy
Mind’ makes the many references to Frithjof Schuon inevitable because his writings lead the
way in giving the mind its due in respect of religion. Not that they are limited to the mind,
any more than the mind, in the context of ‘with all thy mind’, can be limited to itself, since to
be fully operative its higher reaches depend directly on the heart. It is to the mind, to the
intermediary intellective faculties, and to the heart that Frithjof Schuon’s writings are above
all addressed— a domain covered by the words Logic and Transcendence which might serve in a
sense as a title for most of his books as they do in fact for one. To avoid giving a false
impression, however, it must be added, as regards the soul, that while demolishing certain
outworn human arguments which have in the past served the cause of ‘with all thy soul’, he
puts other arguments of a higher order in their place. Few writers, if any, have so clearly
demonstrated the importance of sacred art in this respect. And who in recent centuries has
written so profoundly and unmoralistically about the necessity of virtue?



if God were on the side of one religious form only, the arguments put
forward on behalf of this religion would be such that no man of good
faith would be able to resist it’.

To this passage, written for Christians in affirmation of the validity of
Hinduism, let us add the following in affirmation of Islam:"

..... that God could have allowed a religion that was merely the invention
of a man to conquer a part of humanity and to maintain itself for more
than a thousand years in a quarter of the inhabited world, thus betraying
the love, faith, and hope of a multitude of sincere and fervent souls— this
is contrary to the Laws of the Divine Mercy, or in other words, to those
of Universal Possibility ....If Christ had been the only manifestation of the
Word, supposing such a uniqueness of manifestation to be possible, the
effect of His birth would have been the instantaneous reduction of the
universe to ashes.

To consider now the limitations of Muslim exoterism, it must be
remembered that from its stronghold of finality as the last religion of this
cycle of time, Islam, unlike Judaism and Christianity, can afford to be
generous to other religions. Moreover its position in the cycle confers on it
something of the function of a summer-up, which obliges it to mention with
justice what has preceded it, or at the least to leave an open door for what it
does not specifically mention.

Verily We have sent messengers before thee' About some of them have We told thee,
and about some have We not told thee.”

We may quote also:

Verily the Faithful® and the Jews and the Sabians' and the Christians whoso
believeth in God and the Last Day and doeth deeds of piety-no fear shall come upon
them neither shall they grieve.”

10 4bid, p. 20.
11 Muhammad.
12 Qur’an, X1, 78.



There is a place for both Judaism and Christianity with in the Islamic
civilization, and Muslims are obliged to protect the synagogues and churches
and other Jewish and Christian sanctuaries. It was a calamity for Spanish Jews
when the Christians re conquered Spain.

It has to be admitted, however, that the authorities of Islam have been no
less ready than their counterparts in other religions to risk ‘with all thy mind’
for the sake of ‘With all thy soul and with all thy strength’. Muslims have
been encouraged to believe, and the majority have been only too eager to
believe, that Islam has superseded all other religions and that it is therefore
the sole truly valid religion on earth. But however absolute the claims of
Muslim theologians and jurisprudents may be, they are shown in fact to be
relative by the tolerance which Islam makes obligatory towards Judaism and
Christianity. Taken with that ‘grain of sal— though few are fully conscious
of it— the claims in question are not necessarily unpalatable to the
intelligence, and are not bound to prevent an intellectual from loving God
with all his mind, provided he remain within the walls of the Islamic
civilization, which stop him from seeing the full implications of this
exclusivism.

But once outside these walls, the situation is different. The most that a
sound intelligence can accept are the claims which naturally result from the
fact that Islam represents the most recent Divine intervention upon earth.
But these claims, though considerable, are relative, not absolute'® and a
Muslim intellectual in the modern world will not find peace of mind except
by assenting to this. It should not however be difficult for him to do so, for a
glance at those passages of the Qur’an on which the theologians’ exclusivism
is based shows that the verses in question call for a deeper and more
universal interpretation than is generally given.

13 Muslims.

4 There is no general consensus of opinion as to what religion is referred to, and certain
Muslim rulers, in India and elsewhere, have made the name in question a loophole for
tolerance towards their non-Muslim, non-Christian and non Jewish subjects.

5V, 69.

16 An orthodox Jew, for example, deeply in love with the Hebrew Psalms, would be justified
in hesitating to give up his religion for one that was based on a Revelation in a language he
did not know; and he could use Quranic argument to justify himself.



One of these passages is the following:

He it is who hath sent His messenger with guidance and the religion of Truth, that He
may make it prevail over all religion, thongh the idolaters be averse."

This verse can be given a narrower or a wider interpretation. Its more
immediate meaning is clearly the narrower one: the messenger is Muhammad,
the religion of Truth is the Quranic message and the idolaters are the pagan
Arabs, Persians, Berbers, and certain other pagans. But what of the words
that He may matke it prevail over all religion? It is here that the crux of the matter
may be said to lie.

Whatever the disadvantages of modern education, it serves to implant a
more global concept of world history and geography than is normally held by
members of traditional civilisations which tend, as we have seen, to be ‘aloof’
and ‘introspective’. The wider knowledge is a mixed blessing, but where it
exists it must be taken into account. An intelligent Muslim, living in the
modern world, is bound to realize sooner or later, suddenly or gradually, not
only that the Quranic message has not been made to prevail over all religion, but
also that Providence itself is directly responsible for the ‘short-coming’. The
shock of this realization may shatter his belief, unless he be enabled to
understand that the verse in question has a wider significance. In the
narrower sense, a// religion can only be taken to mean ‘all religion in your part
of the wortld’. But if a// religion be interpreted in an absolute sense, and if
zdolaters be made to include such people as the Germans and Celts, many of
whom were still pagan at the outset of Islam, then #he religion of Truth must
also be given its widest application, and the words ‘once again’ must be
understood. (i. e. He it is who hath sent once again His messenger . . . ), for
the Divinity has sent messengers before, and never with anything other than
the religion of Truth. These last four words, like the term Islam itself, can be
taken in a universal sense, to include all true religion. The Qur’an makes it
clear that the religions of Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus may be
called ‘Islam! in its literal meaning of ‘submission to God’. In this sense Islam

71X, 33.



may be said to have been made to prevail over all religion."® But in its narrower
sense Islam has only been allowed to prevail over all religion in a limited part of
the world. It is now fourteen hundred years since the revelation of the
Qur’an and Providence has allowed non-Quranic modes of #he religion of Truth
to remain as barriers to the Quranic message in more than half the globe.

In the same context, verses affirming that Muhammad has been sent for a//
people'” have to be understood in a less monopolizing way than they have
been throughout the centuries by Muslims with little or no general
knowledge about other religions and their distribution. What the Qur’an tells
us here is that Islam, unlike Judaism or Hinduism, is a world religion. But it is
not denying that Buddhism and Christianity are also world religions, that is,
open to everybody, at least in principle. These last words are important, for
God doth what He will? and our only means of knowing His Will in this
respect are by the results.” With regard to the world as it has been in its
geographical distribution of peoples for the last two thousand years, it will
not escape the notice of an observant Muslim any more than an observant
Christian that there is, spatially speaking, a certain sector in which Providence
has worked wonders for Buddhism and done relatively little for either
Christianity or Islam. The same Muslim will also notice that there is another
sector in which Providence has worked wonders for Christianity and done
very little for the other world religions; and the fact that between these two
sectors there is a third in which Islam has been favoured beyond all other
religions will not be enough to exonerate him from changing his perspective.
For if, as he had been led to believe, God had truly wished Islam (in the

18 The verse we are considering is parallel to the words of Christ, “This Gospel of the
Kingdom shall be preached in all the world. Then shall the end come,” which likewise admit
of both a limited and a universal interpretation, according to what is understood by ‘world’.
In its wider sense (as well as the narrower one) the first part of this prophecy has now come
true inasmuch as every people on earth is now within easy reach of the gospel of the
Kingdom, that is, the religion of Truth, in at least one of its modes.

19 XXXIV, 28.

2011, 253.

21 That is, the great and lasting results which have been put to the test by centuries of time.



narrower sense) to spread over the whole world, why did He construct such
impregnable barriers to it in so vast an area?”

To take the nearest example, Providence was putting an end to paganism
in England at the very time when the Qur’an was being revealed. The religion
of Truth, in its Christian mode, was being made to prevail over all religion,
although the idolaters were averse; and since a Divine intervention is never
mediocre, Christianity was being established on the firmest foundations, so
that not even the Quranic message, at the height of the power of the Islamic
civilization, could come near to prevailing against it. And yet it would have
been easy for Providence to have waited a few years and converted England
to the new religion instead of setting up there such a resistance to it. The
answer to the ‘problem’, if anyone considers it to require an answer, lies in
the following verse, which many consider to be among the last Revelations
received by the Prophet and which in any case belongs to the period which
marks the close of his mission. As such it coincides with a cyclic moment of
extreme significance— the last ‘opportunity™ for a direct message to be sent
from Heaven to earth during what remains of this cycle of time. Many of the
last Quranic revelations are concerned with completing and perfecting the

22 The answer of some Muslim theologians to this question has been, in all seriousness, that
Almighty God has evidently decided to send the larger part of humanity astray, and that it is
not for us to question His Wisdom. But faith on this basis can never be more than
fragmentary. By such logic the mind surreptitiously robs itself of love, while turning a blind
eye to some of the most essential Attributes of the Object of love. Another ‘explanation’,
shared also by Christians, mutatis mutandis, is that the ‘religion of Truth’ (understood in a
non-universal sense) will in fact finally prevail over the whole world. Veritas omnia vincit. But
if only one religion had been valid in the eyes of Heaven for the last thousand yeats or more,
the expectation of a sudden total triumph of that true religion at the end of the cycle could
not be enough to appease the mind, that is, it could not convincingly ‘exonerate’ Providence
from having allowed false religion to triumph so far and wide for so long.

2 God doth what He will. But it is cleatly in the interests of man that a Divine intervention
which founds a new religion should be overwhelmingly recognizable as such. The
accompanying guarantees must be too tremendous, and too distinctive, to leave room for
doubts in any but the most perverse, which means that certain kinds of things must be kept
in reserve as the special prerogative of such a period. The Qut’an refers to this ‘economy’
when it affirms that questions which are put to God during the period of Revelation will be
answered (V, 101), the implication being that after the Revelation has been completed,
questions will no longer be answered so directly. It is as if a door between Heaven and earth
were kept open during the mission of a Divine Messenger, to be closed at all other times.



new religion. But this verse is a final and lasting message for mankind as a
whole. The Qur’an expressly addresses the adherents of all the different
orthodoxies on earth; and no message could be more relevant to the age in
which we live and, in particular, to the mental predicament of man in these
later days.

For each of you We have appointed a law and a way. And if God ** had willed He
would have made you one people. But (He hath willed it otherwise) that He may put
you to the test in what He has given yon.”> So vie with one another in good works.
Unto God will ye be brought back, and He will inform youn about that wherein ye

dzﬁemz’.%

24 The change from first to third person with regard to the Divinity is frequent in the Qur’an.
% If He had sent only one religion to a world of widely differing affinities and aptitudes, it
would not have been a fair test for all. He has therefore sent different religions, specially
suited to the needs and characteristics of the different sectors of humanity.

2V, 48.



BRILLIANT ANSWERS TO THE WRONG
QUESTION

POSTMODERNISM AND THE WORLD’S
RELIGIONS
Huston Smith

In the wake of its Traditional and Modern periods, the Western world is now
generally regarded as having become Postmodern.”” And as the entire world
is still (at this stage) westernizing, I propose to think about religion’s relation
to Postmodernism. Dr. Akbar S. Ahmed of the University of Cambridge has
written a book about Post modernism and Islam,”® but my statement differs from
his in two respects. I shall not limit my remarks to Postmodernism’s
relationship to Islam, and I shall give “post-modern” a different twist from
the one he gives it. Because Dr. Ahmed approaches the subject
sociologically, his book is really about Postmoderniy as a life-style.
Postmodernisz, by contrast, suggests an outlook: the basic sense of things
that gave rise to Postmodernity in the first place and now reflects its way of
life.

Of the two, it is (as I say) Postmodernism that is my concern, but because
it has become deeply implicated with Postmodernity, I shall summarize Dr.
Ahmed’s depiction of the latter before I turn to my own project. Instead of
defining Postmodernity, he describes it by listing what he takes to be eight of
its features.”

1. It is animated by a spirit of pluralism, a heightened scepticism of
traditional orthodoxies, and a rejection of a view of the world as a
universal totality

271 am indebted to Professor M. L. Vanessa Vogel for her helpful suggestions after reading
an eatly draft of this essay.

28 Akbar S. Ahmed, Postmodernism and Islams (London and New York: Routledge, 1992).

2 Ibid. pp. 10-28.



2. It is powered by the media which provide its central dynamic.

3. It is paired with ethno-religious fundamentalism, which it exacerbates
where it has not actually generated it.

4. Itis bound to its past, even if mainly in protest.
5. It centres in the metropolis.

6. It presupposes democracy, but has a class element. Urban yuppies are
its core.

7. It thrives on the juxtaposition of discourses, an exuberant eclecticism,
and the mixing of images and media.

8. Itis not given to plain and simple language.

In the context of Postmodernity thus described, I proceed now to target
Postmodernism, the position that has conceptually parented it.

Contrasts tend to throw things into relief, so I shall define
Postmodernism by contrasting it with the traditional and modern outlooks
that preceded it, using epistemology as my point of entry.

Even today, when traditional peoples want to know where they are—
when they wonder about the ultimate context in which their lives are set and
which has the final say over them— they turn to their sacred texts; or in the
case of oral, tribal peoples (what comes to the same thing), to the sacred
myths that have been handed down to them by their ancestors. Modernity was
born when a new source of knowledge was discovered, the scientific method.
Because its controlled experiment enabled scientists to prove their
hypothesis, and because those proven hypotheses demonstrated that they
had the power to change the material world dramatically, Westerners turned
from revelation to science for the Big Picture. Intellectual historians tell us
that by the 19th century Westerners were already more certain that atoms
exist than they were confident of any of the distinctive things the Bible
speaks of.



This much is straightforward, but it doesn’t explain why Westerners aren’t
still modern rather than Postmodern, for science continues to be the main
support of the Western mind. By headcount, most Westerners probably still
are modern, but I am thinking of frontier thinkers who chart the course that
others follow. These thinkers have ceased to be modern because they have
seen through the so-called scientific worldview, recognizing it to be not
scienzzfic but scienstic. They continue to honour science for what it tells us
about nature, but as that is not all that exists, science cannot provide us with
a worldview— not a valid one. The most it can show us is half of the wotld,
the half where normative and intrinsic values, existential and ultimate
meanings, teleologies, qualities, immaterial realities, and beings that are
superior to us do not appear.”

Where, then, do we now turn for an inclusive wotldview? Postmodernism
hasn’t a clue. And this is its deepest definition.” In placing Postmodernism’s

30 This important point is not generally recognized, so I shall spell it out. The death-knell to
modernity, which had science as its source and hope, was sounded with the realization that
despite its power in limited regions, six things slip through its controlled experiments in the
way sea slips through the nets of fishermen:

1. Values. Science can deal with descriptive and instrumental values, but not with intrinsic
and normative ones.

2. Meanings. Science can work with cognitive meanings, but not with existential meanings (Is
X meaningful?), or ultimate ones (What is the meaning of life?).

3. Purposes. Science can handle teleonomy— purposiveness in organisms— but not teleology,
final causes.

4. Qualities. Quantities science is good at, but not qualities.

5. The invisible and the immaterial. It can work with invisibles that are rigorously entailed by
matter’s behaviour (the movements of iron filings that require magnetic fields to account for
them, e.g.) but not with others.

6. Our superiors, if such exist. This limitation does not prove that beings greater than ourselves
exist, but it does leave the question open, for “absence of evidence is not evidence of
absence”.

31 Ernest Gellner defines Postmodernism as relativism— ““relativismus iiber Alles”
(Postmodernism, Reason and Religion)— but relativism is not an easy position to defend, so
postmoderns do everything they can to avoid that label; Clifford Geertz’s “anti-
antirelativism” is a case in point. The T-shirts that blossomed on the final day of a six-week,
1987 NEH Institute probably tell the story. Superimposed on a slashed citcle, their logo
read, “No cheap relativism”. By squirming, postmoderns can parry crude relativisms, but
sophisticated relativism is still relativism. Postmoderns resist that conclusion, however, so 1
shall stay with their own self-characterization.



“rejection of the view of the world as a universal totality” first in cataloguing
its traits, Dr. Ahmed follows the now generally accepted definition of
Postmodernism that Jean-Francois Lyotard fixed in place a decade ago in The
Postmodern  Condition: “incredulity toward metanarratives”.”” Having deserted
revelation for science, the West has now abandoned the scientific worldview
as well, leaving it without replacement. In this it mirrors the current stage of
Western science which leaves nafure unimaged. Before modern science,
Westerners accepted Aristotle’s model of the earth as surrounded by
concentric, crystalline spheres. Newton replaced that model with his image of
a clockwork universe, but Postmodern, quantum-and-relativity science gives
us not a third model of nature but no model at all. Alan Wallace’s Choosing
Reality delineates eight different interpretations of quantum physics, all of
which can claim the support of physics’ proven facts.”

An analogy can pull all this together. If we think of traditional peoples as
looking out upon the world through the window of revelation (their received
myths and sacred texts), the window that they turned to look through in the
modern period (science) proved to be stunted. It cuts off at the level of the
human nose, which (metaphysically speaking) means that when we look
through it our gaze slants downward and we see only things that are inferior
to us.” As for the Postmodern window, it is boarded over and allows no
inclusive view whatsoever. The current issue of The University of Chicago
Magazine features on its cover a photograph of Richard Rorty announcing
that “There is no Big Picture.”

This conclusion admits of three versions that grow increasingly shrill.
Minimal, descriptive Postmodernism rests its case with the fact that today no
accepted wortldview exists. Mainline, doctrinal Postmodernism goes on from
there to argue for the permanence of this condition. Never again will we
have a worldview of which we can be confident— we know too well how
little the human mind can know. Members of this camp disagree as to

32 Jean-Francois Lyotatrd, The Postmodern Condition (Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press,
1984), pp. xxiv, 3ff.

33 Alan Wallace, Choosing Reality (Boston and Shaftsbury: Shambala, 1989).

3 No textbook in science has ever included things that atre intrinsically greater than human
beings. Bigger, of course, and wielding more physical power, but not supetior in the full
sense of that term which includes virtues, such as intelligence, compassion, and bliss.



whether reality has a deep structure to be known, but they agree that if it has,
the human mind is incapable of knowing it. Hardeore, polemical
Postmodernism goes a step further by adding “Good riddance.” Worldviews
oppress. They totalize, and in doing so marginalize minorities.

These three Postmodern stances set the agenda for the rest of my paper,
for I want to argue that the world’s religions question the last two, and
qualify importantly the first.”” Negatively, they deny that inclusive views
necessarily and preponderantly oppress. Positively, they affirm that the
human mind is made for such views, and that reliable ones already exist.
Before I enter upon these constructive points, however, I want to take a
quick look at recent French philosophy. For though it was mostly the
unbridled historicism of German philosophers— Hegel, Nietzsche, and
Heidegger— that paved the way for Postmodernism, as our century closes,™
it is the French who have taken the lead. There is time to mention only one
of them, and Jacques Derrida is the obvious candidate for being
Postmodernism’s most redoubtable spokesman. His deconstructionism is
said already to be a mummy in Europe, but in America no one has been able
to topple it from its pedestal where it presides, more or less, over the
Postmodern scene.

THE FRENCH CONNECTION: DERRIDA AND DECONSTRUCTION

Dr. Ahmed rounded off his characterization of Postmodernity by noting
that it is “not given to plain and simple language,” and deconstructionist
prose reads like a caricature of that point. Derrida calls “stupid” the view that
deconstruction “amounts to saying that there is nothing beyond language,””’
but whose fault is this when he ensconces “i/ n’y a pas de hors-texté” (there is

% To highlight the opposition between Postmodernism and religion, I am intentionally
tabling in this statement the differences among religions that I explored in my Essays on
World Religions New York: Paragon House, 1992).

36 This article was written by the author in 1994. (Ed.)

37 In Richard Kearney, Dialogue with Contemporary Continental Thinkers (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1984), pp. 123-24.

3 One has to read quite a way to learn that this does not mean what it says. It means [per
Rodolphe Gasche, Tain of the Mirror: Derrida and the Philosophy of Reflection (Harvard: Harvard
University Press, 1988), p. 281] that “nothing outside the text can, like a last reason, assume



nothing outside the text) as the veritable motto of his movement. Even
sympathetic interpreters have trouble explaining that motto. John Caputo,
for example, assures us that Derrida does not “trap us inside the ‘chain of
signifiers,” in linguistic-subjective idealism, unable to do anything but play
vainly with linguistic strings;” but a page or two later he tells us that “there
are no things themselves outside textual and contextual limits, no naked
contact with being which somehow shakes loose of the coded system which
makes notions like the ‘things in them-selves’ possible to begin with and
which enables speakers to refer to them.”” Small wonder satirists have a field
day. “Deconstruction goes well beyond right-you are-if-you-think-you-are”
Walt Anderson reports. “Its message is closer to wrong you are whatever you
think, unless you think you’re wrong, in which case you may be right— but
you don’t really mean what you think you do anyway.”"

I mention this because the costiveness of Derrida’s prose makes one
wonder if it serves, not to camouflage a leaky theory; I do not say that, but to
make it pretentious. Where there is so much mystery, can profundity be
lacking? Let us see.

Derrida insists that, contrary to its public image, deconstruction is an
affirmative project, for its essence consists of its “openness to the other.”*
John Caputo (upon whom I rely as a helpful interpreter of Derrida) glosses
that definition as follows: *

Derrida’s thought is through and through a philosophy of “alterity,”...a
relentless attentiveness and sensitivity to the ‘other.” [It] stands for a kind
of hyper-sensitivity to many “others”; the other person, other species,

a fulfilling function,” which in itself is not the plainest way of saying that there is nothing
outside a text that determines that it has only one plausible meaning.

% John Caputo, “Good News about Alterity: Derrida and Theology” in Faith and Philosophy,
op. cit., p. 453.

40 \Walt Anderson, Reality Isn’t What It Used to Be (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1990), p. 87.
41 See Jacques Derrida, “A Number of Yes,” translated by Brian Holmes, Qw/ Parle 2 (1988),
pp. 120-33.

4 In Richard Kearney, gp. cit., p. 124.

# John Caputo, ibid.



“man’s” other, the other of the West, of Europe, of Being, of the
“classic,” of philosophy, of reason, etc. [The list goes on].

This understanding of deconstruction helps to situate it in the context of
Postmodernism, for if Postmodernism is  “incredulity  toward
metanarratives,” Derrida’s “openness to the other” fuels that incredulity. For
metanarratives brook no alternatives, so that to side finally with “others” is
to renounce worldviews."

Let’s look, then, at “sensitivity to others” as deconstruction’s hallmark.
Advancing it as such makes the position attractive, immensely so, for if God
is included among the “others,” deconstruction (in this reading) sounds a lot
like religion, for surely religion’s object is to deliver us from narcissistic self-
centeredness into the otherness of God and, through God, to other people.45
Deconstructionist prose swells with virtue, which places its critics in the
position of seeming to be either personally insensitive or politically
reactionary— the latter, deconstructionists frequently explicitly charge. But
the question is: does deconstruction do more than preach the empathy we all
aspire to? Do its claimed “skills” help us develop and deploy that virtuer Its
theological enthusiasts see in it “a rich and vigorous catalyst for religious
thought [for being] an open ended call to let something new come:...an
approach that lets faith function with an enhanced sense of advent,
gladdened by the good news of alterity by which we are summoned.”* But
this sounds like using the Christian connotations of Advent to bless modern
enthusiasms for quantity, the thrill of novelty, and the prospect of progress—
the more new arrivals the better. What if the newly welcomed guest turns out
to be the Devil in disguise? Should skinhead Neo-Nazis and the Klu Klux
Klan be given the same hearing as widows and orphans? Our hearts

# Metanarratives (or worldviews) other than the one in question can exist, but not as such;
which is to say, not (from the position of the one in question) as true. Worlds are not made
for one another. The words Worldviews, Absolute, and Truth are mutually implicated.

# Caputo develops this connection. “Although Derrida is not a religious writer, and does
not, as far as I know, hold any religious views, his thought seems to me in no small part
driven by a kind of biblical sensitivity, let us say a hyperbolic hypersensitivity, to the
demands of the other, to the claims laid upon us by the different one, of the one who is left
out or cast out, who lacks a voice or hearing, a standing or stature” (ibid., p. 460).

4 John Caputo, ibid., p. 454, 457.



invariably go out to the “others” that deconstructionists name, but have they
discovered techniques to help us winnow hard cases? A countless number of
possible contrasts to (or negations of) the present situation obviously exist.
Which ones deserve our attentions?

This is no small question, but the deeper point is this. Deconstruction is
first and foremost a theory of language. This should temper our expectations
right off, for those theories come and go— structuralism, generative
grammar; what will be next? Two things, though, characterize the constant
parade. First, the deeper theorists dive into language, the bigger their
problems become. A review of Randy Harris’ recent book, The Linguistic
Wars, concludes by quoting a linguist as saying, “You know, language has got
us licked. The score is language, one billion, linguists, zero.”"’

The second constant in the ongoing procession of language theories is
that it has little effect on the ideas that people use words to shape.” Caputo
grants this, at least in part.

To the age old dispute between belief and unbelief, deconstruction comes
equipped with a kind of armed neutrality. [It] neither includes nor
excludes the existence of any positive entity. There is nothing about
deconstruction...that affirms or falsifies the claims of faith; nothing that
confirms or denies the claims of physiological reductionists who see there
only the marvellous promptings not of the Spirit, but of certain
neurotransmitters.

47 In David Berreby’s review of Randy Allen Harris, The Linguistic Wars (Oxford and New
York: Oxford University Press, 1994) in The Sciences, January/February, 1994, p. 49.

8 There was a dramatic moment in the December 1980 meeting of the American
Philosophical Association when Richard Rorty pressed his critics to offer examples of cases
“where some philosophical inquiry into conceptual foundations of X provided any
furtherance of our understanding of X.” Many think that his challenge has not been met, and
it is time (it seems to me) to put the same challenge to deconstruction. Confining our self to
this essay’s concern, is there a single passage in the Hebrew canon (say) whose religious
message can be deepened by deploying skills that Derrida possesses, but rabbis through the
ages lacked?

# John Caputo, op. cit., p. 463.



This claimed neutrality, though, is deceptive, for in our materialistic age,
deconstruction’s “heightened sense of suspicion about the constructedness
of our discourse” (Caputo) works more against intangibles than against
neurotransmitters. Practically speaking, this places Derrida in the camp of the
massed powers of cognition that oppose the human spirit today. When Saul
Bellow tells us that™

the value of literature lies in “true impressions.” A novel moves back and
forth between the world of objects, of actions, of appearances, and that
other world, from which these “true impressions” come and which moves
us to believe that the good we hang on to so tenaciously— in the face of
evil, so obstinately— is no illusion.

When (as I say) an artist expresses such views, religionists take him at his
word, but not Derrida. His “heightened sense of suspicion” will not allow
“presences”’— his word for Bellow’s “true impressions”— to be accepted at
face value.”'

Some things do need to be deconstructed. Scientism needs all the
deconstructing it can get, and the Buddha’s deconstruction of the empirical
ego by showing it to be a composite of skandas that derive from pratitya-
samutpada (co-dependent origination) is a marvel of psychological analysis.
But the Buddha tore down in order to rebuild; specifically to show that “utter
[phenomenal] groundlessness (nonbeing) is equivalent to full groundedness
(being).”* Likewise Pseudo-Dionysius. No one saw more clearly than he that
“the intelligence must interpret, correct, straighten out, ‘reduce’, and deny the

50 Saul Bellow, It A/l Adds Up (New York: Viking, 1994), p. 97.

51 This exaltation of method over intuitive discernments is an academic disease of our times:
in the case at hand, “presences” are rendered suspect, and confidence is shifted to the
deconstructive method. But “if the optic nerve has to be examined in order to be sure that
vision is real, it will be necessary to examine that which examines the optic nerve; an
absurdity which proves in its own indirect way that knowledge of suprasensible things is
intuitive and cannot be other than intuitive.” (Frithjof Schuon).

52 David Loy, “Avoiding the Void: The Lack of Self in Psychotherapy and Buddhism,” The
Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, vol. 24, no. 2, p. 153.



images, forms, and schemes in which are materially represented the divine
realities they are unable to contain.” But this “radical critique and rejection by
the intelligence of each of the [Divine] names that are more or less accessible
to it indicate definite steps forward of this same intelligence 7 the direction of its
own divinization.”> One looks in vain for anything approaching such exalted
issues from Derrida’s dismantlings. They look like the latest brand of our
century-long hermeneutics of suspicion, mounted this time linguistically.

I fear that in giving the space that I have to Derrida my wish to come to
grips with at least one instance of Postmodernism may have drawn me too
far into his circle, for hand to hand combat never avails against these
philosophers; their minds are too agile. So before proceeding to
Postmodernism’s religious alternative, I shall drop my dirk, back off a
distance and aim a javelin at the premises from which the philosophers work.
For in Yogi Berra’s aphorism, they make the wrong mistake. Misjudging what
our times require, they provide brilliant answers to the wrong question.

Already at the opening of this century Yeats was warning that things were
falling apart, that the centre didn’t hold. Gertrude Stein followed him by
noting that “in the twentieth century nothing is in agreement with anything
else,” and Ezra Pound saw man as “hurling himself at indomitable chaos”—
the most durable line from the play Green Pastures has been, “Everything
that’s tied down is coming loose.” It is not surprising, therefore, that when in
her last interview Rebecca West was asked to name the dominant mood of
our time, she replied, “A desperate search for a pattern.” The search is
desperate because it seems futile to look for a pattern when reality has
become, in Roland Barth’s vivid image, kaleidoscopic. With every tick of the
clock the pieces of experience come down in new array.

This is what we are up against, #bis is what Postmodernity is: the
balkanization of life and thought. Perpetual becoming is preying on us like a
deadly sickness, and (deaf to E. M. Forster counsel, “only connect”
Postmoderns think that more differences, (and the increased fragmentation,

5 Rene Roques, preface to Pseudo-Dionysins (New York: Paulist Press, 1987), pp. 7, 6).
Emphasis added.



distractions and dispersions these produce) is what we need. If we could
replay at fast speed a videotape of our century’s social and conceptual
earthquakes, we would see the deconstructionists scurrying around like
madmen in hardhats, frantically looking for places where a little more
demolition and destabilization might prove useful.” Here Dr. Ahmed’s
analysis of Postmodernity fits perfectly, for after defining it as “a rejection of
the world as a universal totality,” he proceeds immediately to note that “the
media provide its central dynamic” Postmodernism and the media reinforce
each other through their common interest in difference, for novelty—
sequential difference— is the media’s life blood. Nothing is so important but
that in three days it will not be replaced by headlines reporting what happens
next, however trivial it may be. Is anything more interesting than what’s
going on!

In turning now to Postmodernism’s religious alternative, I shall continue
to speak of it in the singular and simply assume what I argued in Forgotten
Truth; namely, that a common metaphysical “spine” underlies the differences
in the theologies of the classical languages of the human soul, the world’s
great religions.” Tackling in reverse order the three modes of
Postmodernism that I delineated eatrlier, I shall report as straightforwardly as
I can— there won’t be much time for supporting arguments— the religious
claims that people need worldviews, that reliable ones are possible, and that
they already exist.

RELIGION’S RESPONSE TO POST MODERNISM
1. Worldviews are Needed
As religions are worldviews or metanarratives— inclusive posits

concerning the ultimate nature of things— its custodians cannot accept
polemical Postmodernism’s contention that on balance they oppress. George

5 “The point of deconstruction is to loosen and unlock structures...to allow [things] to
function more freely...open-endedly. It warns against letting [things] close over or shut
down, for this would imprison something in systems which struggles to twist free” (Caputo,
456-57). What, specifically?

5> Huston Smith, Forgotten Truth, The Common Vision of the World’s Religions, Harper San
Francisco, San Francisco: 1976/1992 (tept. Lahote: Suhail Academy, 1984, 2002)



>

Will has observed that “the magic word of modernity is ‘society;” and the
present case bears him out, for it is almost entirely for their social
repercussions that Postmoderns fault wortldviews.™® In applying that
measuring rod they simply assume (they do not argue) that religion does
more harm than good. That this runs counter to social science functionalism,
which holds that institutions don’t survive unless they serve social needs, is
conveniently overlooked,” but the deeper point is that the vertical
dimension— the way religion feeds the human soul in its inwardness and
solitude— gets little attention.

When the personal and private dimension of life (which intersects the
vertical) is validated, it is not difficult to see the function that worldviews
serve. Minds require echoniches as much as organisms do, and the mind’s
echoniche is its worldview, its sense of the whole of things, however much
or little that sense is articulated. Short of madness, there is some fit between
the two, and we constantly try to improve the fit. Signs of a poor fit are the
sense of meaninglessness, alienation, and in acute cases anxiety, which
Postmodernity knows so well. The proof of a good fit is that life and the
world make sense. When the fit feels perfect, the energies of the cosmos
pour into the believer and empower him to startling degree. He knows that
he belongs, and this produces an inner wholeness that is strong for being
consonant with the wholeness of the All. The very notion of an All is a red

5 The break up of colonialism following World War II got mixed up with Marx’s
hermeneutic of suspicion in a curious and unfortunate way. Marx was able to show quite
convincingly that much of what capitalists took for truth was actually ideology— but his
successors slipped into assuming that because the capitalists thought their truth was
objective and they oppressed people, belief in objective truth must be a cause of oppression.
No Descartes, no imperialism. There is great irony here, for Marx mounted his hermeneutics
of suspicion to clear the ground for his view of things which he considered objective. His
stratagems, though, were powerful and took on a life of their own. Eventually, (with help
from Nietzsche, Freud, and others) they turned against their fathers by undermining
confidence in objective truth generally.

Parenthetically but importantly: that knowledge (to the degree that it is such) is objective,
and that objectivity is not fully such if the context that insures it is less than inclusive are
momentous points; but in this essay I can only assume them, there being insufficient space
to argue for them.

57 On survival, we have Clifford Geertz’s report that “though it is not logically impossible
for a people to have [no] metaphysics, we do not seem to have found such a people”
(“Ethos, World-View and the Analysis of Sacred Symbols”, Antioch Review [1957], p. 338).



flag to deconstructionists for seeming to disallow alterity; and in a sense it
does disallow it, for, being whole, God cannot be exclusive. But as God’s
inclusiveness is unique in including all the “otherness” there is— God’s
infinity is all-possibility— alterity is allowed as much room as it can logically
have.

One would think that Postmodern theologians, at least, would honour
this sense of ultimate belonging that religion bestows. Heirs, though, to
modernity, they too have adopted “society” as their watchword, allowing
social considerations to upstage ontological ones. Both absolutism and
relativism have bright and shadow sides. The virtue of the Absolute is the
power it offers the soul; its danger is the fanaticism into which the power can
narrow. In the case of relativism, its virtue is tolerance, and nihilism is its
shadow side. Where social considerations predominate it is the dark side of
absolutism (fanaticism) and the bright side of relativism (tolerance) that are
noticed, these being their social components. In both cases, the vertical
dimensions— which would teverse our estimates of the two— ate
underplayed if not ignored.

2. Worldviews are Possible

In proceeding from the need for worldviews to their possibility, I have in
mind of course the possibility of va/id wotldviews, not castles in the air. The
religious claim that the human mind has access to such views challenges
mainline Postmodernism in the way its pre-ceding claim— that worldviews are
needed— challenged Postmodernism’s polemical stance.

Mainline Postmodernism takes its stand on human finitude, arguing that
as finite minds are no match for the infinite, there can be no fit between the
two. What gets overlooked in this disjunction is the subtleties that finitude
admits of: its degrees, modes, and paradoxes. With its fana, anatta, and maya,
religion ultimately denies that finitude, as such, exists. Postmodernism cannot
comprehend that, any more than it can comprehend the other side of the
paradox: that finitude hosts the Atman, Buddha-nature, i7ago dei, Uncreated
Intellect, and Universal Man. God alone exists, and everything that exists is
God.



These are difficult concepts, so I reach for analogies. A wisp of spray is
not the ocean, but the two are identically water. Or if we imagine an infinite
lump of clay that tapers into tentacles and then into filaments that dwindle
toward nothingness, the final tips of those filaments are still clay. To the
religious spirit, such thoughts can serve as powerful spring-boards in
suggesting our connectedness to God. Which connectedness— this is the
immediate point— has epistemic implications. Postmoderns burlesque those
who protest the cramped, Postmodern view of the mind, charging them with
claiming that the human mind is capable of a God’s eye-view of things, as if
omniscience were the only alternative to Kant’s categories. Worldviews are
human views, which means that they conform to human modes of thought
in the way a bird’s-eye view of the world honours its modes. But Blake’s
dictum is decisive here: “I see through my eyes, not with them.” That the
world, taken as the whole of things, looks different to God and other species
than it does to us does not prevent there being better and worse, right and
wrong ways that human beings take it to be. In a subordinate sense, the right
way includes many right ways— as many as appropriately different ways of
being human decree. Differences in the world’s great theologies provide an
important instance of this, but here the point is that mistakes are possible
and do occur, Postmodernism being one of them.

The components of Postmodern epistemology that work most heavily to
obscure the realization that there can be wvalid overviews are two:
perspectivalism carried to the point of absurdity; and a mundane, humdrum
conception of knowledge.”

Perspectivalism becomes absurd when the obvious fact that we look at
the world from different places, hence different angles, is transformed into
the dogma that we therefore cannot know things as they actually are. For
Kant, it was our human angle (the categories of the mind) that prevents us
from knowing “things in themselves;” and when psychological, cultural,
temporal, and linguistic filters are added to this generic, anthropological one,
we get constructivism, cultural relativism, historicism, and cultural-linguistic

58 For a reasoned presentation of these two important points which I can only mention here,
see the section titled “T'wo Dogmas of Scepticism Concerning Spiritual Reality,” in Donald
Evans, Spirituality and Human Nature (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1993).



holism respectively. What dogmatic perspectivalism in all these modes
overlooks is that to recognize that perspectives are such requires knowing to
some extent the wholes that demote them to that status. Without this
recognition, each “take” (as they say in movie making) would be accepted as
the thing in itself. Visually, we need only move around the room to get a
sense of the whole that shows our perspectives to be no more than such; but
the mind is a dexterous instrument and can put itself “in other peoples’
shoes,” as we say.” When the shoes belong to strangers, we transcend
cultural relativism; when they are removed in time we transcend all-or-
nothing historicism. When this is pointed out to Postmoderns they again
burlesque, charging their informants with claiming to be able to climb out of
their skins, or (in the case of time) hopping a helicopter for past epochs.
Both images are self-serving by pointing their spatial analogies in the wrong
direction. The alternative to perspectivalism is not to get out of one-self or
one’s times, but to go into oneself until one reaches things that are time/ess
and elude space altogether.

As for Postmodern epistemology, this too was initiated by Kant who
argued that knowledge is always a synthesis of our concepts with something
that presents itself to those concepts. (We can think of a tree as an object
without knowing whether there is such an object until we confront
something that fits our concept of a tree). An important question for
worldviews is whether human beings have faculties, analogous to their sense
receptors, for detecting immaterial, spiritual objects. Kant thought not, and
epistemology has largely gone along with his opinion; but religion disagrees.
There is no objective way of adjudicating the dispute, for each side has its
own definition of objectivity. For science, common sense, and
Postmodernism, objective knowledge where it is countenanced is knowledge

5 This, of course, is precisely what Postmodern anthropologists deny. The discipline that
began as the effort to learn about other peoples and cultures now obsesses over the
impossibility of that project. Anthropologists now evidence their seriousness by recognizing
that “facts” about other peoples are only superficially such. When the ever-shifting, culture-
bound, contradictory and deserving-of-deconstruction meanings of the natives interface with
the anthropologists’ meanings that partake of the same problems, what hope is there for
minds to meet? Those who seek such meetings are reduced to reporting the anguish of their
field experiences in which they and their subjects try to break out of their respective islands
and reach out to one another, with failure built into the project from its start.



that commends itself to everyone because it turns, finally, on sense reports
that people agree on. Religious epistemology, on the other hand, defines
objective knowledge as adequation to the real. When the real in question is
spiritual in character, special faculties are required. These need to be
developed and kept in working order.

Unencumbered by run-of-the-mill epistemology and perspectivalism gone
haywire, religions accept their worldviews as their absolutes, which is to say,
as true. That word is no more acceptable to post-moderns than “all” is;
Wittgenstein prefigured the shift from modernity to Postmodernity when he
characterized his turn from his early to his late period as a shift from truth to
meaning. Here again the post-modern preoccupation with social matters
obtrudes, for the fanatical impulse to cram truth down other people’s throats
leads Postmoderns to back off from truth in general, especially if it is
capitalized. In so doing they overlook the fact that truth is falliblism’s
prerequisite, not its alternative. Where there is no via (way, truth) to deviate
from, mistakes have no meaning.”

Working my way backwards through Postmodernism’s three versions, I
come lastly to its minimal claim which simply reports that we have no
believable worldview today. “We have no maps, and we don’t know how to
make them” is the way one of the author’s of The Good Society states the
point.”

Whereas the two stronger versions of post-modernism need to be
challenged for interfering with the human spirit, this minimalist position,
being at the root a description, poses no real problem. The description can,
though, be qualified somewhat. In saying that we have no maps, the “we” in
the minimalist’s assertion refers to Western intellectuals. Peoples whose
minds have not been reshaped by modernity and its sequel continue to live
by the maps of their revelations.

0 Robert Kane’s Through the Moral Maze: Searching for Absolute Values in a Pluralistic World (New
York: Paragon House, 1994) makes this point convincingly.

61 Richard Madsen, one of the authors of The Good Society, Robert Bellah et al. (New York:
Knopf, 1991).



Prone to assume that maps must be believed fanatically if they are to be
believed at all, polemical Postmoderns condemn religions for fomenting
disharmony. But it is useful here to refer back for a last time to Dr Ahmed’s
characterizations of Postmodernity, which include its being “paired with
ethno-religious fundamentalism”. Postmoderns over-look that pairing. They
do not perceive the extent to which their styles of thought (with the dangers
of relativism and nihilism they conceal) have produced tundamentalism; which
fundamentalism is the breeding ground for the fanaticism and intolerance
they rightly deplore.

If mainline and polemical Postmodernism were to recede, the obsession
with life’s social dimension that they saddled us with would relax and we
would find ourselves able to think ontologically again. An important
consequence of this would be that we would then perceive how much
religious outlooks have in common. For one thing, they all situate the
manifest, visible world within a larger, invisible whole. This is of particular
interest at the moment because currently science does the same. Dark matter
doesn’t impact any of science’s detectors, and the current recipe for the
universe is “70 parts cold dark matter, about 30 parts hot dark matter, and
just a pinch for all the rest— the matter detectable to scientific instruments.”
The further unanimous claim of religious cosmologies, though, finds no echo
in science, for (being a value judgement) it is beyond science’s reach. Not
only is the invisible real; regions of it are more real and of greater worth than
the visible, material world.

The inclusive, presiding paradigm for traditional cosmologies is the Great
Chain of Being, composed of links ranging in hierarchical order from meagre
existents up to the ens perfectissimum; and the foremost student of that concept,
Arthur Lovejoy, reported that “most educated persons everywhere accepted
[it] without question down to late in the eighteenth century.”” To that

2 San Francisco Chronicle, 1 October 1992, A 16.

0 Arthur Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.
59. Ernst Cassirer corroborates Lovejoy on this point: “The most important legacy of
ancient speculation was the concept and general picture of a graduated cosmos” (Individual
and Cosmos in Renaissance Philosophy, p. 9).



endorsement, Ken Wilber has recently added that the Great Chain of Being
is “so overwhelmingly widespread...that it is either the single greatest
intellectual error ever to appear in humankind’s history— an error so
colossally widespread as to literally stagger the mind— or it is the single most
accurate reflection of reality yet to appear.”®

CONCLUSION

To propose that religions cash in their theological metanarratives for
metaphysical similarities they share would be as absurd as to urge people to
peel off their flesh so the similarities of their skeletons could come to light.
But if the warfare between science and religion could wind down, religions
might find themselves co-existing relatively happily within a minimally
articulated metanarrative of faith that encompassed them all in the way the
eight current models of the quantum world share the context of what
quantum physicists in general agree on. Or in the way in which, in the
modern period, competing scientific theories shared the metanarrative of the
scientific worldview.

Were this to happen, the atmosphere would be more salubrious, for I
know no one who thinks that the Postmodern view of the self and its world
are nobler than the ones that the world’s religions proclaim. Postmoderns
acquiesce to their dilapidated views, not because they like them, but because
they think that reason and human historicity now force them upon us.

It has been the burden of my remarks that this is not the case.

64 Ken Wilber, “The Great Chain of Being,” Journal of Humanistic Psychology, vol. 33 no. 3
(summer 1993), p. 53.



ISLAM AND OTHER RELIGIONS: THE
UNIVERSALITY AND PARTICULARITY
OF PROPHECY

William C. Chittick

Prophecy is the means whereby God offers guidance to human beings
through human intermediaries. Just as God’s mercy takes precedence over
his wrath and thereby determines the nature of wrath, so also God’s guidance
takes precedence over his misguidance. Guidance itself demands the
existence of misguidance. Without the misguidance that is embodied by
Satan, the prophetic messages would be meaningless. Without distance, there
can be no nearness; without wrong, no right; without darkness, no
perception of light. All the distinctions that allow for a cosmos to exist
depend upon the diversification and differentiation of the divine qualities.
On the moral and spiritual level, this diversification becomes manifest
through the paths of guidance and misguidance, represented by the prophets
and the satans.

Wherever there have been prophets, there have been satans. The Qur’an
uses the word satans to refer both to some of the jinn and to some human
beings. To be a satan is to be an enemy of the prophets and an embodiment
of misguidance:

We have appointed to every prophet an enemy-satans from among mankind and jinn,
revealing fancy words to each other as delusion. Yet, had thy Lord willed, they wonld
never haw done it. So leave them with what they are fabricating. (6:112)

Just as Adam, our father and the first prophet, was faced with Iblis, so
also we are faced with Iblis, his offspring, and their followers. Misguidance is
a universal phenomenon, found in the outside world and within ourselves. In
the same way, guidance is a universal phenomenon. In other words, the
human race is inconceivable without both prophets and satans, because
human beings are defined by the freedom they received when they were
made in the divine form. They are able to choose among the divine



attributes, because all the divine attributes are found within themselves. Just
as they can choose God’s right hand by following guidance, so also they can
choose his left hand by following misguidance. Without that choice, they
would not have been free to accept the Trust.

As we have seen,” the fundamental message of the prophets is fawhid. In
the Islamic perspective, all prophets have brought the first Shahadah: “We
never sent a messenger before thee save that We revealed to him, saying,
There is no god but I, so worship Me™ (21:25). In contrast to the first
Shahadah, which designates a divine guidance that is embodied by all
prophets, the second Shahadah refers to the domain of the specific message
brought by Muhammad. Other prophets had their own messages that
correspond to the second Shahadah:

Every nation has its messenger. (10:47)
We have sent no messenger saw with the tongue of his pegple. (14:4)

To every one of you [messengers] We have appointed a right way and an open road.
(5:48)

The Qur’an insists that Muslims should not differentiate among the
prophets of God. Each prophet, after all, was sent by God with guidance,
and the primary message of each is the same:

Say: We haw faith in God, and in that which has been sent down on Abrabam,
Ishmael, Isaac, and Jacob, and the Tribes, and that which was given to Moses and

Jesus and the prophets by their Lord. We make no distinction among any of them, and
to Himr we have submitted (2:1306; cf. 2:285, 3:84)

The Qur’an tells us in several verses that the later prophets came to
confirm the messages of the earlier prophets:

95 This extract is from Dr. Chittick’s illuminating study of the Islamic Tradition, The Vision of
Islam, Paragon House, 1994, repr. Lahore: Suhail Academy, 2000, pp. 164-175. (Ed.)



And when |esus son of Mary said, “Children of Israel, I am indeed God’s messenger to
you, confirming the Torabh that has gone before me. . . .” (61:0)

He has sent down upon thee the Book with the truth, confirming what was before i,

and He sent down the Torah and the Gospel aforetime, as guidance to the people.
(3:3)

At the same time, the Qur’an makes clear that the details of the messages
differ. Any distinction that can be made among the messengers has to be
made on the basis of the difference in their messages:

And those messengers— some We have preferred above others. Among them was he to
whom God spoke, and He raised some in degrees. And We gave Jesus son of Mary the
clear excplications, and We confirmed him with the Holy Spirit (2:253)

And We haw preferred some prophets over others, and We gave David the Psalms.
(17:55)

The idea that every messenger comes with a message that is specific to the
people to whom he was sent and that differs in details from other messages
is deeply rooted in the Islamic consciousness and is reflected in the titles that
are customarily given to the great messengers in Islamic texts. Each title
designates the special quality of the messenger that distinguishes him from
other messengers. Thus, one of the verses just quoted refers to him “to
whom God spoke.” Most commentators think that this is a reference to
Moses, to whom Islamic sources give the title &alim (speaking companion),
because God spoke to him from the burning bush without the intermediary
of Gabriel, and because the Qur’an says, “And unto Moses We spoke
directly” (4:164). But the commentators add that it may also refer to Adam,
to whom God spoke in the Garden, and to Muhammad, to whom God
spoke during Muhammad’s ascent to God (the 7:74)). In a similar way, Jesus
is usually called God’s “spirit” and Abraham his “close friend” (&halil).

In Islamic countries, especially among people untouched by modern
education, there is a common belief that all religions accept the first
Shahadah, but that each religion has a specific second Shahadah that differs
from that of the Muslims. Thus it is thought that the Christians say, “There is



no god but God and Jesus is the spirit of God,” while the Jews say, “There is
no god but God and Moses is God’s speaking companion.”

The Qur’an recognizes explicitly that, although the first Shahadah never
changes, the domain covered by the second Shahadah differs from message
to message. Hence, all the laws that are proper to Jews, for example, are not
necessarily proper for Christians, nor do the rulings of the Muslim Shari‘ah
have any universality (despite the claims of some Muslims). For example, in
the following verse, God explains that the Jews have prohibitions that do not
apply to Muslims:

And to the Jewry We haw forbidden every beast with claws; and of oxen and sheep We
have forbidden them the fat of them, saw what their backs carry, or their entrails, or
what is mingled with the bone. (6:1406)

Similarly, the Qur’an places the following words, which are directed at the
Children of Israel, in Jesus’ mouth, thus indicating that his Shari‘ah differs
from that of Moses.

[I have been sent] to confirm the truth of the Torabh that is before me, and to matke
lawful to you certain things that before were forbidden unto yon. (3:50)

An often recited prayer at the end of Sura 2 of the Qur’an says, “Our
Lord . . .. charge us not with a burden such as Thou didst lay upon those
before us” (2:286). The commentators say that this refers to the Torah,
which is a heavy burden, in contrast to the Muslim Shari‘ah, which, in the
wotds of a hadith, is “easy, congenial” (sah/, sambh).

One of the most delightful expressions of the differing messages
entrusted to the prophets is found in the standard accounts of the Prophet’s
ascent to God, the mi‘raj. As we saw earlier, Muhammad met a number of
prophets on his way up through the heavens. When he met God, God gave
him instructions for his community. On the way back down, Muhammad
stopped in each heaven to bid farewell to the prophets. In the sixth heaven,
right below the seventh, he met Moses. Moses asked him what sort of acts of
worship God had given him for his community. He replied that God had
given him fifty salats per day. Moses told him that he had better go back and



ask God to lighten the burden. He knew from sorry experience that the
people would not be able to carry out such difficult instructions. The
Prophet continues:

I went back, and when He had reduced them by ten, I returned to Moses. Moses said
the same as before, so I went back, and when He had reduced them by ten more, 1
returned to Moses...

Finally, after Muhammad had moved back and forth between God and

Moses several times, God reduced the salats to five. Moses then said to
Muhammad:

Your people are not capable of observing five salats. I have tested people before your time
and have labonred earnestly to prevail over the Children of Israel. So go back to your
Lord and ask Him to mafke things lighter for your people.

But by this point, the Prophet was too embarrassed to continue asking for
reductions. Hence he said: “I have asked my Lord till I am ashamed, but now
I am satisfied and I submit.”

Nowadays, discussion of Islamic teachings about prophecy can quickly
raise emotions among Muslims. Probably the main reason for this is that in
many Islamic countries, religion plays a far greater role in daily life than it
does in Europe and America. Hence, generally speaking, political positions
are posed in religious terms, and opposition to the policies of other countries
can take the form of criticism of other religions.

A second factor that helps keep emotions high in discussions of prophecy
is that modernized Muslims commonly take the attitude— as do many people
in the West as well— that it is not they who are at fault. Shortcomings must
belong to other people, and so whatever the problem may be, the blame
must lie in the opponent’s court. This attitude is common throughout the
world. For those who recognize the truth of myth, it is highly significant that
Iblis was the first person to put the blame in the othet’s court. It is he who
said, “Now, because You have led me astray....” (7:16). If people followed
the example of Adam and Eve, they would look more closely at themselves
and find room to recognize that “We have wronged ourselves” (7:23).



Do not think that Iblis’s position is found only in politics. It is an
everyday reality for all of us. For example, think about the way in which
students react when they receive their grades. It is not uncommon to hear
someone say, “I got an A in physics, but that lousy English teacher gave me a
C.” This is Iblis’s reaction— the light is mine, but he led me astray. I did
good, but any evil is someone else’s fault. The reaction of Adam and Eve
would be the following: “How kind of that physics teacher to give me an A,
but I really messed up in English and received a C-, so I will have to work
much harder to make up for my own shortcomings.”

In short, in the contemporary political situation, ideology is often posed in
terms of the war of good against evil. In such a situation, those who would
stress the universality of the Qur’anic message rarely meet with much
success. It is too easy to think that the other guy is at fault and we are fine.
And in order to think that way, it is necessary to forget that God’s mercy
extends to all creatures. If people did remember that God’s mercy takes
precedence over his wrath, they might have to start searching for faults in
themselves and to leave the others to God. They might have to accept that
the C- was a gift and that they should have flunked.

JUDAISM AND CHRISTIANITY

The Qur’anic depiction of the role of prophets in human history is highly
nuanced. On the basis of the Qur’anic text, we can neither claim that Islam
has exclusive rights to the truth nor that other religions are valid without
qualification. Rather, all prophets have come with the truth from God, but
their followers do not always observe the teachings that the prophets
brought. Hence, the Qur’an frequently criticizes the followers of the two
religions with which the early Muslim community had contact, Judaism and
Christianity. It maintains that many Jews and Christians have not lived up to
God’s message to them, a point that has been made by Jewish and Christian
reformers throughout history.

Many Muslims would like to make this a universal judgment against other
religions, claiming that Islam is the only valid religion left on the face of the
earth and forgetting that there is no reason to suppose that Islam is exempt
from the same sorts of distortion. Other Muslims do not agree with the



sweeping condemnations that fundamentalists of all religious persuasions
issue against their perceived enemies. There is, in short, no consensus among
contemporary or past Muslims on the issue of Islam and other religions. But
the Qur’an and the classical commentaries offer plenty of room for a view of
things that is full of subtlety and nuance.

Among the general statements the Qur’an makes about the religions
brought by the prophets is the following, found in two places in the text:

Those who haw faith, and those of the Jews, the Christians, and the Sabaeans— whoso
has faith in God and the Last Day and works wholesome deeds-their wage awaits
them with their Lord, and no fear shall be upon them, neither shall they sorrow. (2:62,
5:69)

The key issue here, as should be obvious by now, is faith in God. In the
Islamic view, faith in God demands zawhid, and tawhid is the message of all
the prophets. To the extent that zawhid is established, salvation is assured. So
important is the first Shahadah, through which Zawhid is expressed, that a
hadith found in one of the most reliable sources tells us, “He who dies
knowing that there is no god but God will enter the Garden.” Notice that
this hadith does not even mention faith. Simply to know the truth of zawhid is
sufficient. Another hadith makes a similar point. On the day of resurrection,
God will busy himself with weighing good and evil deeds in the scales. The
good deeds of each person will be put in one pan and the evil deeds in the
other. If good deeds predominate, the person will go to paradise, but if evil
deeds predominate, he or she will be thrown into hell. One of the people
brought to be judged will be a Muslim who has ninety-nine scrolls listing his
evil deeds:

God will say, “Do you object to anything in this? Haw My scribes who keep note
wronged you?”

He will reply, No, my Lord.”
God will ask him if he bas any excuse, and when he tells his Lord that be has none,

He will say, ‘On the contrary, you have with Us one good deed, and you will not be
wronged today.”



A document will be brought out containing “1 witness that there is no god but God and
that Mubammad is His servant and His messenger.” God will say, “Come to be
weighed.”

The man will ask his Lord what this document is that is being brought along with the
scrolls, and He will reply, “You will not be wronged.”

The scrolls will then be put on one side of the scale, and the document on the other, and
the scrolls will become light and the document heavy, for nothing can compare in weight
with God's name.

When the Qur’an criticizes the followers of other religions, it is criticizing
a perceived distortion of zawhid. In doing so, it has recourse to versions of
Christian and Jewish teachings to which the followers of those religions do
not necessarily subscribe.

To take a simple example, it is commonly said that the Qur’an rejects the
Christian concept of the Trinity. Inasmuch as the Trinity is understood as
negating fawhid, this is true. But not all Christians think that the Trinity
negates fawhid. Quite the contrary, most formulations of the Trinitarian
doctrine are careful to preserve God’s unity. If “threeness” takes precedence
over oneness, then the Qur’anic criticisms apply. But among Christians, the
exact nature of the relationship between the three and the one is a point of
recurring debate. One of the actual Qur’anic verses that are taken as negating
the Trinity says, “Those who say, ‘God is the third of three’ have become
truth-concealers” (5:73). Even an elementary knowledge of any Christian
catechism tells us that God is not “the third of three.” Rather, God is one
and three at the same time. Inasmuch as he is three, he presents himself to
his creatures as three persons— Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.

Another Qur’anic verse says something similar, but now we have this first
verse to help us understand what is being criticized:

The Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, was only the Messenger of God, and His Word that
He committed to Mary, and a Spirit from Him. So haw faith in God and His
messengers, and do not say, “I'hree.” Refrain; better it is for you. God is only One God.
(4:171)



Notice that this passage gives Jesus an extremely exalted position and
recognizes that he has qualities possessed by no other prophet.”” However, it
stresses once again that there is but a single God. If faith in Jesus leads to the
affirmation of three gods, then the Qur’an rejects that. But again, the actual
Christian position is highly subtle, and few if any Christians would hold that
they have faith in other than a single God.

Some Muslim commentators point out that there is nothing wrong in
saying “three” so long as it does not mean that God is the #hird of three. 1f we
say that God is the third of #wo, that is fine. The Qur’an itself says as much:

Hast thou not seen that God knows whatsoever is in the heavens, and whatsoever is in
the earth? Three men conspire not secretly together, but He is the fourth of them, neither
five men, but He is the sixth of them, neither fewer than that, neither more than that,
but He is with them, wherever they may be. Then He shall tell them what they haw
done, on the Day of Resurrection. Surely God has knowledge of everything. (58:7)

Another Christian concept that the Qur’an criticizes vehemently is that
Jesus should be God’s son. The verse just cited that negates “three”
continues by saying, “Glory be to Him— that He should have a son!” (4:171).
Elsewhere the Qur’an says, “How should He have a son, seeing that He has
no female companion, and He created all things, and He has knowledge of
everythingr” (6:102).

Qur’anic usage and the general Muslim understanding make clear that by
son, Muslims understand not a symbol or a metaphor, but a physical son,
born of a mother, God’s supposed female companion. It may be that some
Christians have thought that God has taken a wife, or that he somehow
impregnated the Virgin Mary, giving birth to his son. But no Christian
theologian has ever imagined such a thing. For Christians, Jesus’ sonship is a
reality, but it cannot be taken in a physical sense. The fact that Mary is often
called the Mother of God does not help clear up the matter for Muslims,

% See the readable and informative study by H. Lazarus-Yafeh, Intertwined Worlds: Medieval
Islam and Bible Criticism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992).



who have only the Qur’anic text and popular misconceptions of an alien
religion to go by.

That the idea of sonship is understood by Muslims in a literal sense is
obvious, for example, in the short text of Sura 112, often called Tawhid.
Anyone who thinks about the implications of sonship and fatherhood will
quickly understand that these are relative terms. Everyone who is a son is
also (potentially at least) a father, and everyone who is a father is also a son,
with the sole exception of Adam. Notice that in affirming zawhzd, the Qur’an
not only negates the idea that Jesus could have been God’s son, but also the
necessary correlative, that God could have been someone else’s son, surely
the ultimate absurdity in Muslim eyes:

Say: He 75 God, One-God, the Everlasting Refuge. He did not give birth, nor was He
given birth to, and He has no equal.

Another very commonly repeated Qur’anic criticism of Jews and
Christians is that they have corrupted their scriptures and therefore

invalidated the messages brought to them by the prophets. The Qur’ anic
text, however, offers a more ambiguous answer to the question of other
scriptures than Muslims may admit. The key Arabic term is Zahrif, which
means to turn something from its proper way, to distort, to alter. Do the

following Qur’ anic verses refer to the actual text of the scriptures, or do
they refer to the interpretation of the scriptures? Qur’an commentators take
both positions, thus allowing Muslims various alternatives in their attempts
to understand the significance of the passage (we translate zahrif as “alter”):

Some of the Jews altered words from their meanings, saying, We have heard and we
disobey”. . . . Had they but said, ‘We hear and we obey,”. . . it wonld have been better
for them. (4:406)

Notice that in this verse, the Qur’an does not make a universal judgment,
but rather criticizes some followers of the Jewish religion. If the point is
interpretation, no one could take exception to this statement, since followers
of every religion recognize that some of their co-religionists distort the
meaning of scripture. Another verse is as follows:



So, becanse [the Jews] broke their compact, We cursed them and made their hearts
hard, they alter words from their meanings, and they haw forgotten a portion of what
they were reminded of. (5:13)

Here, the Quran connects the issue of textual distortion with guidance
and misguidance. Those Jews who broke their covenant with God suffered
hardening of their hearts as a divine punishment. Hardening of the heart is a
term that the Qur’an employs to refer to all the consequences of turning
away from God. In general, it signifies a dulling of the intelligence and a
weakening of the connection with the divine attributes of gentleness, mercy,
and beauty. Those whose hearts became hardened fell into further distance
from God and greater misguidance. Hence, they began to pervert the
meaning of their own scriptures. The prophets had come to remind them,
but they forgot some of what the prophets had told them. Their act of
forgetting could possibly mean that some of the scripture was lost, but more
likely it simply means that those with hardened hearts were unable to
understand the meaning of the remembrance; that the divine message
embodied in scripture.

In another verse on the same subject, the Qur’an addresses the Prophet,
telling him not to be so eager for the Jews in his environment to listen to his
message:

Art thou then so eager that they should have faith in thee? But there was a group
among them who listened to the Speech of God, then altered it knowingly, having
understood it. (2:75)

This verse suggests that accepting Islam is not sufficient, if old habits such
as reading scripture to one’s own advantage are maintained. But again, this
verse refers to “a group of them,” not to all Jews.

Some of the polemically minded Muslim theologians investigated the
Hebrew Bible and the New Testament looking for evidence that Jews and
Christians had distorted the text of their scriptures. The first to do this, and
the one was the most thorough and systematic in his approach, was the
Andalusian scholar Ibn Hazm (d. 456/1064). Given that the Islamic concept
of scripture diverges from the Jewish and Christian idea in important



respects, and given that the Jewish and Christian canons include a great
variety of texts written at many different times and from many different
perspectives, it is not surprising that the Muslim scholars found much to
criticize. Moreover, these critics were often simply repeating what is found in
polemical literature written by Jews and Christian sectarians, or by other,
often pre-Islamic, critics of the Bible, who may have been Samaritans,
Jewish-Christians, Karaites, Gnostics, Hellenistic philosophers, or
Manicheans. Some historians of Islam have even suggested that the modem
critical study of the Bible— which, of course, has been far more severe on the
Bible than Muslims have— received many of its ideas through the
intermediary of the Islamic polemical literature.”’

The Qur’an commonly refers to the messages given to messengers as
‘books”; that is, scriptures. Hence, it refers to the followers of a messenger as
“People of the Book™ (abl al-kitab). In most of the thirty verses where the
Qur’an employs this expression, it seems to have in view the Christians and
the Jews, the followers of the two religions with which the nascent Muslim
community had contact. In two verses, it also mentions the “People of the
Reminder” in the same meaning.

In many of the verses where the People of the Book are mentioned, the
two sides of the Qur’ anic picture of pre-Islamic religion can easily be seen.
Those who observe their scriptures are praiseworthy, while those who do not
follow the messages that the prophets delivered to them are blameworthy:

Many of the People of the Book wish that they might restore you as truth-concealers,
after your faith, because of the envy in their souls. (2:109)

7 Christians are often struck by this and other Qut’anic passages about Jesus, and some of
the evangelically minded among them would like to find here an opening to convert Muslims
to the right religion (i.e., their version of Christianity). The typical Muslim response,
however, is a yawn. They cannot get excited about any human qualities when “There is
nothing real but the Real.” After all, they say, so what if Jesus was born of a virgin? That
does not make him divine. Adam was created without father or mother, so that should place
him a notch above Jesus. The Qur’an itself compares Jesus to Adam: “Surely the likeness of
Jesus, in God’s sight, is as Adam’s likeness. He created him of dust, then said unto him Be!
and he was” (3:59).



Some of the People of the Book are a wholesome nation. They recite God’s signs in the
watches of the night, prostrating themselves, having faith in God and the Last Day,
bidding to honour and forbidding dishononr, and vying with one another in good deeds.
They are among the wholesome. Whatever good they do, they will not be denied its
reward. (3:113-115)

The Qur’an is especially critical of the enmity that Christians and Jews
have toward each other. Since they accept the Book— zawhid and prophecy—
they should not quarrel. The first verse cited is especially interesting, since it
makes a general criticism of all those who would say that Judaism and
Christianity have no foundation:

The Jews say, “The Christians stand on nothing.” The Christians say, “The Jews
stand on nothing.” But they recite the Book. Even so, those who haw no knowledge say
the like of what they say. (2:113)

Say: “O Peagple of the Book! Come now to a word common between us and you, that
we worship none but God, and that we associate no others with Him, and that some of
us do not take others as lords, apart from God.” And if they turn their backs, say:
“Bear witness that we are muslims.”

Peaple of the Book! Why do you dispute concerning Abrabam? The Torah was not
sent down, neither the Gospel, until after him. What, have you no intelligence?
(3:64-65)

There are many more verses of the Qur’an that refer to Christianity and
Judaism, but a thorough analysis would demand a major book. Enough has
been said to provide the general picture.”

One more point, however, needs to be made in order to clarify a major
difference in perspective between the Muslim and Christian view of things.

% Excellent recent studies on the Islamic understanding of Christianity include Jane
Dammen McAuliffe, Qur'anic Christians: An  Analysis of Classical and Modern Exegesis
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992) and Neal Robinson, Christ in Islam and
Christianity (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press, 1991).



For Christians, God’s word is Christ, the “Word made flesh.” The Gospels
are inspired books written about Christ. The whole New Testament can take
on the colour of God’s word, but all this is secondary to Christ, who is the
word incarnate. One can imagine a Christianity without the New Testament,
sustained merely by an oral tradition. But one cannot imagine a Christianity
without Christ.

For Muslims, God’s Word is the Qur’an, and Muhammad is simply the
messenger. True, he is a perfect human being, God’s vicegerent, and the
model that God has designated for people to follow. But the message is the
primary issue, not the messenger. One can imagine Islam without
Muhammad, but not without the Qur’an.

Muslims see other religions in terms of Islam, which in their eyes is the
perfect religion. Of course, followers of other religions also look from their
own perspective; this is not a quality unique to Muslims. Hence, Muslims
expect other religions to have a book like the Qur’an, and the Qur’an
provides every reason for them to do so by referring to the Torah and the
Gospel. But note that the Qur’an mentions Gospel in the singular, not in the
plural. It states repeatedly that Jesus, Gods messenger, was given the Gospel
as his message, just as Muhammad was given the Qur’an. Hence, Muslims are
immediately suspicious when they hear that there are four Gospels. This
difference of perspective on the role of the human and scriptural elements
makes for endless misunderstandings between Christians and Muslims.

In order to sum up the Islamic view of other religions— Judaism and
Christianity in particular— we can say the following: In reading the Qur’an,
many Muslims prefer to stress the passages that are critical of other religions
and to ignore or explain away the verses that praise other religions. It cannot
be denied that certain Qur’ anic verses provide a strong case for religious

exclusivism. However, many Qur’  anic verses leave plenty of room for
openness toward other religions. The position Muslims take on this issue
depends largely on their own understanding of God’s reality. Those who
think that God’s mercy really does take precedence over his wrath and
embraces all those who try to follow his guidance find it easy to see God’s
guidance in all religions. In contrast, those who prefer to think of God as a



stern and somewhat capricious master who issues orders and expects to be
obeyed— no questions asked— are much more comfortable thinking that
only they (their religious group, their political party) are among the saved.

Sometimes the best way to approach claims regarding exclusive
possession of the truth is simply to laugh and to leave things in God’s hands.
Thus we conclude this section with an anecdote, told to us by one of the
ulama many years ago.

Two Iranian scholars were discussing religion. One of them asked the
other, “In the last analysis, who goes to paradise?” The other, a poet well
known for his sense of humour, answered, “Well, it is really very simple.
First, all religions other than Islam are obviously false, so we do not have to
consider them. That leaves Islam. But among Muslims, some are Shi‘ites and
some Sunnis, and we all know that the Sunnis have strayed from the right
path and will be thrown into hell. That leaves the Shi‘ites. But among Shi'ites,
there are the common people and the ulama. Everyone knows that the
common people don’t care about God and religion, so they will burn in the
Fire. That leaves the ulama. But the ulama have become ulama in order to
lord it over the common people. That leaves you and me. And I am not so
sure about you.”

Doesn’t this kind of reasoning sound familiar? It is perhaps not wildly
inaccurate to say that many of our contemporaries think this way, whether
they be Muslims, Christians, Jews, scholars, scientists, politicians, or
whatever. And this sort of position sounds suspiciously like that of Iblis,
whose motto is, “I am better than he.”



ILLUMINATION AND NON-
DELIMITATION

LESSONS FOR INTER AND INTRA FATTH DIALOGUE FROM THE
WISDOM OF THE PROPHET OF ISLAM

Reza Shah Kazmi

The starting point for the reflections presented in this paper is the monastery
of St Catherine at Sinai. This monastery has the distinction of being the
oldest continually inhabited monastic establishment in Christendom. It not
only exists as a witness to the continuing dynamism of the contemplative
ideal in our days in the sister faith/wisdom tradition of Christianity but also
offers a concrete evidence of the inter-religious co-existence— indeed
harmony— that has permitted it to remain unmolested in its overwhelmingly
Muslim environment for close to fourteen centuries.

Two vivid symbols of this harmony are to be found within the walls of the
monastery: the first is a mosque, built by the monks for the Bedouins; and the
second is the famous charter of protection granted by the Prophet to the
monastery. The monks themselves are convinced that this charter, sealed
with an imprint of the Prophet’s own hand, was instrumental in maintaining
the safety and security of the monastery. The original document was written in
Kufic script by Sayyidina ‘Ali, and taken by the Ottoman Sultan Selim back
to Istanbul in the 16" century. The Ottoman copy of the original is on
display at the monastery.

It is indeed a precious and remarkable document. Historians are
somewhat divided over its authenticity, some claiming that it was in fact
composed by the Fatimid caliph al-Hakim (ruled 996-1021). For our part, we
agree with the opinion of the Greek historian, Amantos, who writes, “The
monastery of Sinai could not possibly have survived without the protection
afforded by Mohammed and his successors ... Moreover, the great number of
decrees which the Mohammedan [sic.] rulers of Egypt issued confirming the
protected status of the monastery must have resulted from the fact that



Mohammed himself had granted protection to Sinai.” *

The document itself goes beyond merely granting formal protection. It
states that wherever monks or hermits are to be found, on any mountain, hill,
village, or other habitable place, on the sea or in the deserts or in any
convent, church or house of prayer, I shall be watching over them as their
protector, with all my soul, together with all my wmmabh; because they [the
monks and hermits] are a part of my own people, and part of those protected
by me.

It goes on to state their exemption from taxes and warns of stern
retribution if the injunctions of the charter are broken by Muslims. Also,
most significantly, it makes it incumbent on the Muslims not only to protect
the monks, but also, in regard to Christians generally, to ‘consolidate their
worship at Church’.

This points to the deeper significance of the document, and can be seen
as a direct expression of the Qur’anic verse which is also cited in the charter:
Disconrse not with them [the people of the Book| except in that which is finest—
this last word translating ahsan, that which is most excellent, indeed, most
‘beautiful’, taking into account the root of the word, hasuna, to be beautiful.

All of us are no doubt aware that the legal protection of the People of the
Book is enshrined in the Islamic revelation itself, and it is based on the unity
of the Abrahamic message. This unity of essence transcends the differences
between the faith-communities making up the Abrahamic family. But the
question to be posed here is this: how much diversity can this family tolerate
before it begins to disintegrate? One resoundingly positive answer to this
question takes its inspiration from the Prophet’s Charter to St Catherine’s
monastery. For this charter can be read as an eloquent symbol of the Muslim

® Cited by Athanasios Paliouras, S# Catherine’s Monastery (Sinai: Hiera Mani Sina, E. Tzaferi,
1985), p. 16. Kurt Weizmann points out that the Muslim protection of the monastery is one
among many examples of the tradition of tolerance manifested by Muslims towards minority
faiths in their midst. See his essay, “The History” in J. Galey, Sinai and the Monastery of St
Catherine (London: Chatto & Windus, 1979), p. 13.
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respect for, not only the religion of Christianity in general, but the monastic
ideal in particular. In other words, it can be seen, literally, as a ‘seal’ of
approval of a way of life that appears on the surface to be at the very
antipodes of the Islamic ideal.

A superficial response to the Prophet’s Charter, based on a conventional
Muslim attitude towards monasticism, would be as follows: even if it is an
authentic document, the letter proves nothing other than the fact that, since
monks are generally harmless, they should be left in peace. In other words,
they should be protected, yes, but only on account of a legal principle, and
despite the dogmatic errors on which their way of life is founded.

My contention, on the contrary, is that the legal principle of protection is
itself the expression of the fundamental unity of the Abrahamic faiths, an
inward unity of spirit which is directly connected to ‘that which is finest’, that
which is ahsan, and which takes precedence over the differences between the
faiths on the level of external forms. This position, we believe, helps us to

resolve, in a fruitful and reflective manner, the paradox generated by the
Charter.

The paradox is this: monasticism is clearly referred to in the Qur’an as an
‘innovation’; and yet the Prophet’s words— not to mention the tradition of
protection characterizing Muslim relations with monks throughout history—
imply a recognition of the validity of the monastic ideal. Furthermore, it is in
the monastic Way that one finds Christianity at its most exalted and
concentrated— the monks raise to its highest pitch of intensity all that makes
Christianity what it is, including the very dogmas criticized in the Qur’an.

The paradox is sharpened further when we consider the principle, no
monasticism in Islam’ (la rabbaniyya fi’l-Islam), and the Sunnah of the
Prophet in which marriage is so highly stressed, being referred to in fact as
‘half of the religion’. The ideal of tfawhid, of integrating oneness, dictates
that the whole of life— not just religious devotion— is to be placed at the
service of God. Contemplation and action are seen as complementary, not
contradictory, for the Muslim; isolating oneself from the world for the sake
of contemplation is, from this point of view, unfaithful to the integral human
vocation.



The contrast between the Muslim and the monastic ideal is clear. But this
contrast on the surface should not blind us to certain underlying, and largely
unsuspected, affinities between the two ideals. One can argue:

1)  that these affinities help to account for the extraordinary respect and
solicitude manifested to the monks by the Prophet of Islam;

2) that these affinities are most markedly expressed in one key
dimension of the Prophet’s Sunnah, on the one hand, and the mystical fruits
of the monastic path on the other;

3) that, probed with sufficient depth, these affinities reveal the power of
sincere devotion to transcend the plane of dogmatic differences; and finally

4)  that the realities revealed through devotion, contemplation, and pure
prayer, not only relativise dogmatic differences as between different faiths
but also, and with all the more reason, they relativise differences of doctrine
and practices within one and the same faith: to put it bluntly, if the Prophet
could go so far in respecting and protecting the monks of Christendom, is it
not absurd that we, as Muslims sharing the same faith, seem unable to tolerate
and respect each other’s differences? The lesson for intra-faith dialogue is
clear: we ought to be able to focus upon what is most excellent’ in the
position, the beliefs, the attitudes and the cultures of the internal Other, our
tellow Muslims.

I strongly believe that one of the best ways of increasing tolerance of
diversity within Islam is to deepen our understanding, and our practice, of
the spiritual substance of the faith; careful consideration of the affinities
between the Sunnah of the Prophet and the monastic ideal helps us to orient
our attention to this spirit that transcends the plane of dogma, and which
also gives inner life to the dogmas that can only partially express the Real.

What, then, are these affinities? First, let us hear what the Qur’an says
about the monks: You will find the nearest of them [the People of the Book] 7
love to those who believe to be those who say: Verily, we are Christians. That is because
there are among them priests and monks, and they are not pround.”

Humility is given as a key characteristic of the monks here, this accounting

71 Surat al-Ma’ida, V: 82



for one of the reasons why the Christians will be the ‘nearest’ of the People
of the Book to the Muslims. However, we need to probe the deeper aspects
of this nearness, for it goes beyond mere friendship or sentiment. The
following verse, from the Sura Al ‘Imran, leads us to these deeper aspects:

They are not all alike. Among the People of Book is an upright community, who recite
the verses of God in the watches of the night, and who prostrate [to Him] ; they believe
in God and the Last Day, enjoin the good and forbid the evil, and hasten unto good
works; they are among the righteous. (Surat Al ‘Imran, I1I: 13)

One can justifiably regard the monks and nuns as being among those
referred to in this verse. Now the very intensity of their devotion, entailing
long night vigils, mirrors one crucial aspect of the Prophetic Sunnah, so little
stressed in our days. We know that the Prophet and his close companions
also spent long periods of the night in prayer, as the following verse, from
the Surat al-Muzzammil tells us:

Truly your Lord knows that you stand in prayer close to two-thirds of the night, and
half of i, and a third of it— you and a group (taita) of those with you... (LXXIII:
20)

One thus sees something of the monastic way very much present in the
Sunnah of the Prophet. We also know from strongly authenticated hadiths,
that the Prophet would spend hours at a stretch reciting such long Surahs as
the Surat al-Baqara and the Surat Al ‘Imran, bowing and prostrating
frequently, making supplications in accordance with the verses recited.”” One
might also mention here the Prophet’s z#hd, his abstemiousness, his regular
fasts apart from Ramadan, and the fact that, when he did eat, he never filled
his stomach with food. Such details of the Prophet’s life help us to see
something of the discipline that we associate with the monastic way.
However, what distinguishes the Prophetic norm is that this intense
contemplative discipline was accomplished in the very midst of an active
marital, social, and political life.

72 See Qazi ‘Iyad’s Mubammad, Messenger of God (al-Shifa), Tr. Aisha Bewley, (Inverness:
Madinah Press, 1991), pp. 74-75



In this light we can better appreciate the principle of ‘no monasticism in
Islam™ in the words of Frithjof Schuon, “it really means not that
contemplatives must not withdraw from the world, but that the world must
not be withdrawn from contemplatives””— in other words, the world must
not be deprived of the graces that flow through the presence of
contemplatives within it. For the aim of Islam is to penetrate the whole of
life with spirituality, not that spirituality is to be excluded from everyday life.

We can take another step closer to understanding the ‘nearness’ of the
Christian monastic way to the Muslim contemplative ideal by looking

carefully at another central aspect of the Sunnah: the remembrance of God,
dbikrn’Liah.

One must always remember, in any discussion of dhzkr, that it means both
a principle of awareness, of recollectedness, of consciousness of God, and
also the means to achieve that awareness, namely the invocation of the Name
or Names of God, the meditative practice par excellence of the contemplative
tradition of Islam. If prayer constitutes the core of religious practice, the
dhikru’Liah is, as the Qur’an puts it very simply, akbar, that is, greater or
greatest” Truly prayer keeps [one] away from lewdness and iniguity, and the
remembrance of God is greater. (Surat al-‘Ankabut, XXIX: 45)7

Numerous sayings of the Prophet attest to the pre-eminence of the dhikr.
For example, it is related that the Prophet asked his companions: ‘Shall I not
tell you about the best and purest of your works for your Lord, and the most
exalted of them in your ranks, and the work that is better for you than giving
silver and gold, and better for you than encountering your enemy, with you
striking their necks and them striking your necks?” Thereupon the people
addressed by him said: ‘What is that; O Emissary of God?” He said, The

73 This is from the remarkable essay by Schuon, “The Universality of Monasticism and its
Relevance in the Modern World”, in his Light on the Ancient Worlds (London: Perennial Books,
1965; reprint, Suhail Academy 2004), p. 122.

74 The Arabic comparative is at the same time the superlative, so the word akbar can be
translated in either way.

75 All translations from the Qut’an are based on those of Pickthall and Arberry.



perpetual invocation of God— exalted and glotious (dhikru "Liah ‘azza wa jalla
daiman).”’

And again: upon being asked “Which act is most meritorious?’” the Prophet
replied: It is] that you die while your tongue is moistened with the
dhitern’Llah...’ " Likewise, the fourth Caliph Sayyidina ‘Ali affirms: ‘Perpetuate
the dbikr, for truly it illumines the heart, and it is the most excellent form of
worship (huwa afzal al-ibada).”

There are many verses of the Qur’an that should be carefully noted in
connection with the dhikr. Let us restrict ourselves, however, to the
following.

Those who believe and whose hearts are at peace in the remembrance of God; is it
not in the remembrance of God that hearts are at peace? (Surat al-Ra‘d, XIII:
28) Those are true believers whose hearts quake with awe when God is invoked
(Surat al-Anfal, VIII: 2) And invoke the Name of your Lord morning and
evening. (Surat al-Insan, LXXVI: 25) And invoke the Name of your Lord,
devoting yourself to it with utter devotion. (Surat al-Muzzammil, LXXIII: 8)
O ye who believe! Invoke God with much invocation. (al-Ahzab, XXXIII: 42)
Truly in the creation of the heavens and the earth and in the alternation between
night and day are signs for those of substance, those who remember God standing,
sitting, and reclining on their sides and reflect upon the creation of the heavens
and the earth... (Al ‘Imran, III: 190-191) And invoke your Lord within
yourself, in humility and awe, and beneath your breath, in the morning and in the
night. (al-A‘raf, VII: 205)

76 Cited in AFGhazali--Invocations and Supplications, (Book I1X of The Revival of the Religious
Sciences) Trans. K. Nakamura (Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 1990), p. 8 (we have
slightly modified the translation of the last sentence of the hadith.) This hadith is found in
the collection of Ibn Maja (Sunan, Adab, 53) and in that of Ibn Hanbal (Musnad, V1. 447). See
the Arabic text for this and several other hadith of similar import in al-Ghazali’s Ihya’ ulum
al-din (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 1992), vol. 1, pp. 391-2.

77 Ibid. p. 7. The hadith is given in Tabarani’s a~Mujam al-kabir, XX. 107. Ghurar al-Hikam wa
durar al-kalim (Qom: Imam-e ‘Ast, 2001) p.177, no.2537

8 Ghurar al-Hikam wa durar al-kalim (Qom: Imam-e ‘Ast, 2001) p. 177, no. 2537.



The dhikr is presented here as the quintessence of all religious activity, or
as the spiritual act par excellence. For the universality of its modes— standing,
sitting, reclining, ‘in yourself’ ‘with humility’, ‘with awe’, ‘in secret’, ‘under
one’s breath’, according to the verses cited above— transcend the formal
rules pertaining to the fixed canonical prayers, which involve particular
words, movements, conditions, and times: the dbikr, by contrast is described
as something to be performed at all times, in all places, in all postures; it is
thus to be woven into the texture of everyday life, rather than super-imposed
upon life as an extraneous, formalistic practice.

One of the names of the Prophet is indeed dhikru’Llah, (remembrance of
God) and the whole of his life, in all its manifold diversity can be summed
up in this phrase: never for a moment was he distracted from God, he was
always immersed in consciousness of reality. Now, turning to the monks, we
will find that such a perspective on prayer resonates deeply with the chief,
distinguishing feature of the monastic contemplative path, particularly as
regards the Eastern Orthodox Church, to which the monks of St
Catherine’s have always belonged. The ‘prayer of the Heart’, the ‘Jesus
Prayer’, which is the continuous repetition of a formula containing the
Name of Jesus— was and still is the essence of what is known as the
Hesychastic Way, from Jesychia, meaning ‘silence and stillness’. This refers
to a state of receptivity to nothing but the divine Presence. Listen to this
description of the remembrance of God given by one of the earliest masters
of Hesychasm, St. Diadochos of Photiki, who lived in the fifth century:

“Those who desire to free themselves from their corruption ought to pray
not merely from time to time, but at all times...... a man who merely
practices the remembrance of God from time to time loses through lack of
continuity what he hopes to gain through his prayer. It is a mark of one who
truly loves holiness that he continuously burns up what is worldly in his heart
through practising the remembrance of God, so that, little by little, evil is
consumed in the fire of this remembrance...””

Not only can this passage be read as a commentary on the Qur’anic
wortds, and the remembrance of God is greater, but also on the verse which tells us

79 The Philokalia, vol. |



about men who are not distracted by trade and business from the
remembrance of God.”

At this point we can anticipate the following objection: the God which is
believed in, remembered and invoked by the Christian contemplatives is not
identical to Allah, for they believe in a Trinitarian God. Now there are two
responses we can make. The first is to cite the verse of the Qur’an which tells
the Muslims to say to the People of the Book explicitly: Our God and your God
is one, and unto Him we survender.”'

Other theological arguments could be made here, but let us move to the
second response, which leads us to a more profound understanding of what
this verse can mean in metaphysical terms. This involves studying carefully
the doctrinal framework within which the remembrance of God was and is
accomplished by the Christian monks.

To be as brief as possible, this is described as mystical theology, or as
apophatic, that is, negative, theology, associated chiefly with the towering
figure of St Dionysius the Areopagite.”” This figure, whose life is shrouded
in mystery, probably lived in the fifth century. He adopted the persona of St
Paul’s Athenian convert mentioned in Acts, 17: 34; and wrote under this
pseudonym treatises that remain foundational for Christian mysticism.

So what is the nature of this ‘God” in whom the Christian mystical
theologians believe? According to Dionysius, and all the great authorities in
the Hesychastic tradition, God is absolutely indescribable. He is the
inscrutable O ne, writes Dionysius, ‘out of reach of every rational process.
Nor can any words come up to the inexpressible Good, this One, this unity
unifying every unity.” This sounds very much like Zawhid, does it not?

Dionysius continues: When...we give the name of “God” to that

80 Surat al-Nur, XXIV: 36-37.
81 Surat al-‘Ankabut, XXIX:.46
82 The scholar Bernard McGinn describes him as the fountainhead of mystical speculative

systems for at least one thousand years.” The Foundations of Mysticism (London: SCM Press,
1992), vol. 1, p. 158.



transcendent hiddenness, when we call it “life” or “being” or “light” or
“Word”, what our minds lay hold of is nothing other than certain activities
apparent to us..”” Does this not remind us of the Qur’anic refrain: glorified be
God above what they describe?

Going forward in time, but coming closer in space to St. Catherine’s,
listen to St Gregory of Sinai, of the 14" century: “stillness means the
shedding of all thoughts for a time, even those which are Divine and
engendered by the Spirit ...

The state of Hesychia, then, is receptive only to That which transcends all
thoughts, and therefore all dogmas— it is an opening to the divine Reality as
it is in itself, not such as it is defined by dogmatic thought. It is in this
contemplation of the supreme Reality— which is absolutely One— that the
Christian theological tenet of the oneness of God finds its most compelling
consummation. St. Gregory of Palamas, another central figure in the
tradition of Hesychasm, puts this oneness of God in the following terms: *°

‘We worship one true and perfect God in three true and perfect
Persons— not a threefold God— far from it— but a simple God.® We
should remember here that simple means non-compound, absolutely itself
with no admixture or multiplicity.

Again, let us anticipate the obvious objection: this conception of the
oneness of God is compromised by the mention of three Persons. My
response is this: what is more important for us, as Muslims, when we
evaluate this Christian conception of God— is it the oneness, the ultimate

8 “Cited by Vincent Rossi, Presence, Participation, Performance: The Remembrance of
God in the Early Hesychast Fathers’, in ed. James S. Cutsinger, Paths to the Heart--Sufism and
the Christian East, Bloomington: World Wisdom Books, 2002, pp. 78-79. Cf. Imam Bagqir.

84 Cited by James Cutsinger, ‘Hesychia: An Orthodox opening to Esoteric Ecumenism’, in
Paths to the Heart, p. 236

85 As Jeremy Henzell-Thomas notes: simple denotes “same-fold” - that is, not multifarious,
exactly what is denoted by the original meaning of “identity”. It goes back ultimately to a
compound formed from prehistoric Indo-European *y-, *sem-, *som-‘same’ (source also of
English sanze, similar, single, etc) and *p/- “fold’. This passed into Latin as simplus, “single”.

8 Cited by Peter Samsel, ‘A Unity with Distinctions: Parallels in the Thought of St Gregory
Palamas and Ibn Arab?’, in Paths to the Heart, p. 195.



Reality that transcends all dogmas, or is it the fact that, on the level of
dogma, a Trinitarian conception comes into the picture? We contend that
we would be true both to the Qur’an and the Sunnah if we focus on what is
ahsan, finest, most excellent, in the Christian conception of the Real, and thus
allow their own stress on the transcendent oneness of God to take priority,
for us, over the Trinitarian aspect of their belief.

Furthermore, our ability to focus on this transcendent aspect of their
belief will be deepened in the very measure that we are sensitive to the
spiritual substance of our own faith; and it will be strengthened also by our
awareness of the fact that the reality of God transcends all dogmas, our own
included; and this position will be made more existential and less theoretical
insofar as we intensify our commitment to that reality through the actual
practice of prayer, devotion and contemplation.

This point of view helps us to resolve the paradox of the Qur’anic
position on the People of the Book: on the one hand, many verses criticize
their dogmatic errors; and on the other, there are clear verses indicating that
they are nonetheless saved on account of their faith and virtue. There is also
an incident in the Prophet’s life which helps us to resolve this paradox; it is
an eloquent expression of the principle we have been trying to stress: sincere
devotion to the supreme Reality transcends the plane of dogmatic
differences.

A delegation of Christians came from Najran in Yemen to engage the
Prophet in theological debate, largely over the nature of Christ. What matters
from our point of view is not so much the fact that the debate was cut short
by the Prophet’s challenge to engage in a mubabala, a curse on those who
were wrong— a challenge the Christians did not take up; nor does its
spiritual significance reside only in the fact that the Prophet offered the
Christians protection, in return for tribute. For me, the deepest significance
of this episode lies in the fact that, when the Bishop wished to perform the
liturgy for the delegation, the Prophet allowed him to do so in his own
mosque.

Now the Prophet was fully aware of what the liturgy entailed, in its
essentials, and that the formulae used would of course centre on Christ as the



Son of God. The Bishop would thus be reciting the very words that are so
severely censured in the Qur’an; and yet the Prophet allowed him to do so in
his own sacred place of worship. Was this just a question of good adab on the
Prophet’s part? Or can we see this act of spiritual etiquette arising, rather, out
of the Prophet’s recognition of the principle we are stressing here: just as the
divine reality transcends all dogma, likewise, sincere devotion to that reality
transcends the dogmatic framework within which it is accomplished.

Let us return to the words of the Qur’an cited by the Prophet in the
Charter: Discourse not with them except in that which is finest. We have seen in the
Prophet’s actions towards the monks, in particular, a clear expression of what
this finest” element is: all that is most noble, most elevated, most sincere. This
mode of discourse does not mean a refusal to differ: it means to differ with
dignity and respect. It means a refusal to allow any differences to eclipse or
undermine what is most noble in the neighbour, in the “Other”; what is most
essential in his or her belief. It means a refusal to allow one’s attitude to the
“Other”— whether within or outside one’s religion— to be determined by
extrinsic and relative factors. It means, on the contrary, an affirmation of all
that is best in the “Other”, and to make this the basis of one’s fundamental
disposition towards the “Other”.

In this way, one induces the “Other” to likewise see what is best in one’s
own position: a reciprocal recognition, a mutual respect can thus be envisaged
and cultivated between two or more partners in dialogue.

This reciprocal recognition is finely expressed in the relationship between
the monks and the Prophet, and it is enshrined in symbolic as well as literal
terms, For we have not only the covenant of St. Catherine’s, and other letters
of recognition and protection granted by the Prophet, but also the following
remarkable facts of sacred history, centred on the monks associated with the
city of Bostra in Syria who recognised the Prophet prior to the onset of his
mission.

First we have the monk Bahira, who invited the Meccan traders passing
through Bostra to a feast, and recognised the signs of the awaited prophet in



the young Muhammad who was with his uncle, Abu Talib.”” These signs,
described in prophecies handed down from generation to generation, were
most likely the basis on which, decades later, the monk Nestor, also in
Bostra— perhaps in the very same cell of Bahira— told Maysara that he was
travelling with the long-awaited Prophet.”® And finally, again in Bostra, we
hear of an unnamed monk telling Talha that the Prophet had come, and
named him.” The mystery of these coincidences is deepened when we
remember that Amina, the Prophet’s mother, claimed that she was aware of a
light within her when she was pregnant, a light which shone with such
intensity that she claimed she could see the castles of Bostra.”

Can we see here a luminous anticipation of the mutual recognition
between the Prophet and the monks— each recognising the light of God in
the other? This provides us with a wonderful theme for meditation, with
which we can draw these remarks to a close. The light of the Prophet shines
from the womb, the rabim. This takes us directly to rabma (mercy), the
compassion proper to true wisdom: We sent you not, God says to the Prophet,
except as a rabma (mercy) fo all creation (Surat al-Anbiya’, XXI: 107). This
compassionate wisdom does not negate but affirm, not abrogate but
illuminate, the truth and sanctity present in all religions, which are all
revelations of one and the same God. It is thus that the Prophet is described,
together with the believers, as believing in “God, His Angels, His Books and
His Messengers™: /a nufarrign bayna abadin min rusulibi— We make no distinction
between any of His Messengers.”' In the luminous and compassionate wisdom of the
Prophet, then, there is both illumination and illimitation or Non-Delimitation:
bounded by no dogmatic restrictions, it brings truth to light wherever it is to
be found. It is thus ‘light upon light’, #urun ‘ala nur.
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MODERN INDIAN MUSLIMS AND IQBAL
Dr. Javid Iqbal

The book Reconstruction of Religions Thought in Isiam or the ‘Madras Lectures’ of
Allama Igbal, has been translated into Urdu under the title Tashkeel-e-Jadid-e
Llahiyat-e Islamia. 1n the light of this work I have chosen to speak on the topic:
“Igbal and the Concept of the Islamic State in Modern Times.” But before
opening the discussion, it is necessary to throw some light on these lectures

of Igbal.

This book has remained the least noticed work of Igbal, although it
deserves a lot more attention. The main reason for this neglect is that these
lectures were addressed to, and later published for, the Muslims of the new
generation. Igbal was aware that the new generation of Muslims could not
remain aloof from the values of modern western culture. It was therefore
necessary for them to remain Muslim and at the same time to become
modern. Since this book discussed modernity in Islam, some of the Ulema
were quite annoyed with it. For this very reason publication of Urdu
translation was delayed. It was feared that the translation could provoke the
wrath of the Ulema and they might consider it a manifesto of a new religion
like Akbat’s Din-e llahi or a distortion of religion under the pretext of
reinterpretation. Many objections were raised. For instance, the late Allama
Syed Sulaiman Nadvi was reported to have said that it would have been
better if he had published this book. Maulana Syed Abul Hasan Ali Nadvi,
who reported these words, commented in these words:

I do not consider Igbal an innocent and pious person or a religious guide
or an Imam Mujtahid, nor do I cross the limits, as his staunch supporters
do, while acknowledging and praising his works. I consider that Hakeem
Sana’i, ‘Attar and Rumi were far ahead of him in respecting and following
the Shariah, uniformity in thought and deed, and harmony between
precept and practice. Igbal presented several interpretations of Islamic
faith and philosophy, agreement with which seems very difficult. I am also
not convinced, like some enthusiastic young men, that no one had a better
understanding of Islam than him and that none could surpass him in the



knowledge of Islamic sciences and historical facts. On the contrary, the
truth is that all his life he kept on benefiting from his distinguished
contemporaries. There are some drawbacks in his unique personality
which do not quite match with the sweep of his knowledge and the
greatness of his message. Unfortunately he could not find an opportunity
to get rid of them. There are many thoughts and views expressed in his
Modern Lectures, the interpretation of which conflicts with the collective

convictions of the Sunnis.... It would have been better if these Lectures
had not been published.

The fact that emerges is that because of their conservatism the Ulema of
the subcontinent are not yet ready to accept the change that has taken place
in modern life. Even today they believe that the Madras Lectures are a great
danger to the future of Islam. If the society which Igbal dreamt of in these
Lectures had come into existence, then the face of Islam, particularly in
regard to wortldly affairs (Mw‘aamalaal), with which we are familiar, would
have not remained unchanged. This is the reason why the Ulema strongly
opposed this book of Igbal. A few years ago a seminar was held in Riyadh
(Saudi Arabia) where some one asserted that his book contained nothing
except heresies, and that the Muslims must not read it.

However, this is an extremely important book. Some eminent Muslim
scholars whom I had the opportunity to meet in Istanbul, Damascus and
Cairo feel that a book like this has not been written in the Islamic world for
the past three hundred years, and that the importance of this book is
increasing in the world of Islam with each passing day.

The Reconstruction of Religions Thought in Islam has been translated into Urdu
as Fikr-e Islami ki Tashkeel-¢ Jadid. This translation, in my opinion, is
appropriate because what is meant by ‘Reconstruction’ is the process of
‘correcting’ or ‘reforming’. You may call it either ‘Modern Reconstruction’ or
‘Reformation’. But it is not the reconstruction of Islam or the Islamic faith,
as was the movement of Martin Luther in Christianity. Martin Luther’s
movement is called the Reformation. What he meant by Reformation was a
new interpretation of Christianity, which led to the establishment of a new
school of thought or rather a new religion. But here the aim is not
reconstruction of Islam but the reconstruction of the religious thought of



Islam. Now the question arises as to when is such reconstruction or
reformation required? Obviously when decadence takes place, a revival or
renaissance becomes essential; otherwise if the process of deterioration is
allowed to continue nations and communities cease to exist. This is the era of
Muslim cultural and ideological revival, and the book was written during this
period, because Igbal belonged to that period of the history of the
subcontinent when the process of reformation had commenced even before
his birth. Shah Waliullah, Syed Ahmed Shaheed, Sir Syed Ahmed Khan and
Maulana Shibli Nomani were personalities who were senior to Igbal, and had
already started the process of the reconstruction of Islamic thought.
Jamaluddin Afghani was also one of them. In 1882, when Afghani took
refuge in Hyderabad Deccan, Igbal was only twelve years old. So one can
imagine that the work of reconstruction had started even before Igbal was
born. Thus, following in the footsteps of his predecessors, Igbal tried to
study and apprise the Muslim community, and that too very courageously, as
to what were the causes of decay in their society. It is very interesting to note
that after one thousand years of the death of Imam Ghazali, Igbal for the
first time in the modern history of Islam disclosed that there were three
negative forces against which Jihad should be waged, and that only through
the extermination of these forces could the new Muslim Society be brought
into being. According to Igbal, these three negative forces are: Autocratic
Monarchy, ignorant Mullaism (Islamic priesthood) and decadent Sufism. In
this context he addresses the Muslims of India and says: Ay Kushta-e Sultani-o
Mullai-o Piri (You are nothing but a crushed compound of autocratic
Monarchy, ignorant Priesthood, and False Spiritual Guidance.

These are the three disintegrating forces which led to the decadence of
Muslim society. This means that Igbal felt the necessity for reforming these
forces so that they could yield positive results for the reconstruction. For
example, he wanted to bring about changes in the teaching of Islamic
theology, and it was his desire to bring a new I/w-u/ Kalaam (Scholastic
religious thought) into existence, because at the present time man had made
tremendous progress in the empirical sciences, and in the light of this
advancement in human knowledge, a new scholastic philosophy was needed.
Without a new approach in theology, it was not possible to strengthen the
faith of the new generation of Muslims. Similarly, he wished for a revolution
in the sphere of Sufism. Consequently, when he wrote the Introduction to



the publication of his lectures, he specifically mentioned the need of this
revolution. His third important point was to do away with autocratic
monarchy in Islam and to proceed towards democracy, which according to
him was to return to the original purity of Islam. After providing this
background, I would like to bring to your notice that aspect of Igbal’s
Philosophy which is known as Khudi (Self). Whether he talks in terms of the
individual self or the collective self, the aim of Igbal was that, through the
development of the individual and the collective ego, a new Muslim society
should be brought into being. In this respect his thought is founded on three
basic concepts. These are: First, his concept of Muslim nationhood— i.e., the
nationality of Muslims is to be based not on community, colour, race,
language or territory but on a common spiritual aspiration. Second, Islam
cannot be conceived without Shawkah (Power). In other words, according to
Igbal, the new Muslim society cannot be subjugated. It has to be free, and in
a dominant position. Third, if ‘Power’ is the ultimate aim, then it is necessary
to find a manifestation for it— and this manifestation is the realisation of a
state for the new Muslim society. His writing and discourses prior to the
famous Allahabad Address reveal that he always had these three things in
mind— the concept of Muslim nationality, the concept of Islam with Power’
translation, in my opinion, is appropriate because what is meant by
‘Reconstruction’ is the process of ‘correcting’ or ‘reforming’. You may call it
cither ‘Modern Reconstruction’ or ‘Reformation’. But it is not the
reconstruction of Islam or the Islamic faith, as was the movement of Martin
Luther in Christianity. Martin Luther’s movement is called the Reformation.
What he meant by Reformation was a new interpretation of Christianity,
which led to the establishment of a new school of thought or rather a new
religion. But here the aim is not reconstruction of Islam but the
reconstruction of the religious thought of Islam. Now the question arises as
to when is such reconstruction or reformation required? Obviously when
decay takes place, a revival or renaissance becomes essential; otherwise if the
process of deterioration is allowed to continue nations and communities
cease to exist. This is the era of Muslim cultural and ideological revival, and
the book was written during this period, because Igbal belonged to that
period of the history of the subcontinent when the process of reformation
had commenced even before his birth. Shah Waliullah, Syed Ahmed
Shaheed, Sir Syed Ahmed Khan and Maulana Shibli Nomani were
personalities who were senior to Igbal, and had already started the process of



the reconstruction of Islamic thought. Jamaluddin Afghani was also one of
them. In 1882, when Afghani took shelter in Hyderabad Deccan, Igbal was
only twelve years old. So one can imagine that the work of reconstruction
had started even before Igbal was born. Thus, following in the footsteps of
his predecessors, Igbal tried to study and apprise the Muslim community,
and that too very courageously, as to what were the causes of decay in their
society. It is very interesting to note that after one thousand years of the
death of Imam Ghazali, Igbal for the first time in the modern history of
Islam disclosed that there were three negative forces against which Jihad
should be waged, and that only through the extermination of these forces
could the new Muslim Society be brought into being. According to Igbal,
these three negative forces are: Autocratic language or territory but on a
common spiritual aspiration. Second, Islam cannot be conceived without
Shawkah (Power). In other words, according to Igbal, the new Muslim society
cannot be subjugated. It has to be free, and in a dominant position. Third, if
‘Power’ is the ultimate aim, then it is necessary to find a manifestation for it—
and this manifestation is the realisation of a state for the new Muslim society.
His writing and discourses prior to the famous Allahabad Address reveal that
he always had these three things in mind— the concept of Muslim nationality,
the concept of Islam with ‘Power’ and the need for the creation of a Muslim
State which he considered as the “territorial specification of Islam”. He lays
emphasis on the state because ‘power’ cannot be imagined in the absence of
a state. A minority could never wield ‘power’. This was the reason why the
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) left his ancestral home, Mecca and founded a
state in Medinah.

In this context, let us consider the discussion which took place between
Igbal and Maulana Husain Ahmad Madani. Maulana Madani’s point of view
was that of an Indian nationalist. On the other hand, Igbal’s view was that of
a Muslim nationalist. Maulana held that as a nation Muslims were Indians,
but as a community (Ummah/ Millah) they were Muslim. Whereas for Igbal
nation and community were one and the same thing. There was no difference
between the two. It is surprising to note that most of the Ulema who
opposed the Pakistan movement and also rejected Igbal’s thesis, were
prepared to accept the Muslims as part of the Indian nation in the secular
set-up of India but were not prepared to accept Igbal’s concept of the
creation of a new Muslim society in a politically free modern Islamic state of



Pakistan. In other words, these Ulema were so attached to the conventional
approach to Islam that they were willing to live under Indian secularism
rather than agree to accept /tihad or a new approach. In this connection I
have always used three terms. What Igbal called the Mullah’s approach, I call
the conventional or traditional approach to Islam. What Igbal called Pir/-
muridi, 1 call populist approach to Islam; and those who were the founding
fathers of Pakistan, including Igbal, their approach to Islam, according to me,
was reformist. The social struggle being waged in all Muslim societies today is
between these three groups. The masses who represent ‘Populist’ Islam are
passive in this struggle, but the conventionalists and reformists are fighting
the battle as backward-looking-romantics and forward looking realists.
Generally speaking, the masses of Islam can neither read the Qur’an nor
understand it. It is difficult to say whether they even know their prayer.
Therefore, a large majority of them depend on their spiritual guides, pirs and
saints who they believe are able to intercede between them and God.

Because of ignorance, this belief holds firm ground in their minds. May be
some time in the future, when education spreads enlightenment, the present
shape of the common man’s Islam will change. But until then this situation
must be considered to prevail to the advantage of the politician and the
protagonist of conventional Islam. Moreover, the group of educated and
enlightened Muslims who subscribe to reformist Islam is too small, and some
time is required for them to develop into a class which could command a
position of influence and power.

What are the constituent elements of Muslim society according to Igbal?
A serious consideration would reveal that Muslims are still far away from the
reformist approach to Islam. Although a section of the Muslims of the
subcontinent have obtained Pakistan, it would take a long time to make it a
modern Islamic state. We have talked about the difference between the
approaches of Maulana Husain Ahmad Madani and Igbal, and have also
taken note of the views of Maulana Syed Abul Hasan Ali Nadvi about Igbal.
Now I venture to present another interesting extract on Igbal. This is form



Maulana Najmuddin who is one of the disciples of Maulana Husain Ahmad
Madani. He states:”

We consider it a religious crime to grant the late Dr. Igbal the status of
more than that of a poet and a philosopher, as we have studied his
writings carefully. It is no exaggeration to say that although hundreds and
thousands of his verses are useful, there are many which openly strike at
Islam and Islamic philosophy.

He further adds:

The work of law-making in Pakistan can certainly be undertaken in the
light of Igbal’s thought because the Islam on the basis of which Pakistan
has been founded is in fact another name for Igbal’s philosophy.

It is, therefore, evident that a group of Ulema have always said that
Pakistan was created in the name of a specific kind of Islam which they
consider as another name for Igbal’s philosophy.

Now let us examine the other dimension of the problem: What kind of
sick society did Igbal confront? He began formulating his thoughts in 1904. I
would like to draw your attention towards his first article namely, “Qaumi
Zindagi” (National life). It was written in 1904 and was published in
Makhzan. Before presenting a quotation from this article, I would like to re-
emphasise that Igbal was very much influenced by the factor of change. I
shall try to establish through this quotation that according to him it was this
strange factor of change that distinguished the present from the past.
Commenting upon the progress made by the other nations, Igbal describes
Muslim societies thus (and I would urge you to tell me whether or not today
any change has been accomplished):

I am sorry to say that, seen from this angle, the condition of the Muslims
appears to be most deplorable. This unfortunate community has lost its
political power, lost its craftsmanship, lost its commerce and trade, and
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now, unconcerned with the disease of poverty, it is leaning on the useless
staff of vain hope. Let alone other things, until now their religious
differences have not been resolved. Every other day a new sect pops up,
proclaiming itself as the sole heir of paradise, denouncing the rest of the
human species as the fuel for hell. In short, this form of sectarianism has
shattered the unity of the best of the communities in such a way that it is
impossible to reunite it as a single community... The condition of our
Maulvis (Preachers) is such that if two of them happen to be present in
the same town, they would exchange messages to meet and hold a
discussion on the life of Jesus Christ or the revelation and cancellation of
the Quranic verses. And if the discussion commences, as it often does, it
leads to the exchange of such abuses that one has to seek refuge in God.
The vastness of knowledge, tolerance and understanding which were the
characteristics of the old savants of Islam exist not even in name... There is
however, a list of Muslim Kafirs (non-believers) which goes on increasing
as more names are being added to it with the vicious hand of our
preachers. The story of the decadent Muslim affluent class is different. By
the Grace of God, he already has four daughters and two sons and yet the
gentleman is in search of a third wife, and keeps on secretly sending word
here and there, taking every care that the existing two wives should not
come to know of it. Sometimes, if he gets a respite from domestic
quarrels, he ventures to have a little fun with a prostitute in the street...to
say nothing of the Muslim masses— some would spend their life’s
earnings on the ritual of a child’s circumcision; another would withdraw
his pampered child from school because of the fear of the teacher; yet
another one would spend his day’s earnings in one evening and console
himself by saying that God will take care of tomorrow. Elsewhere, a
fortune is being wasted on litigation over a petty matter, while properties
are being destroyed in property-related quarrels... The portrait of Muslim
culture briefly is that girls are uneducated, boys are ignorant and
unemployed. They are afraid of industry and commerce, and are ashamed
of learning crafts. Divorce litigation is on the increase every day, and
incidents of crime are going up. This is a very desperate situation and
there seems to be no way out except that the entire community should
make a endeavour united to set their minds and hearts in the direction of
reform. No great task in this world can be completed without great effort.



Even God does not change the condition of any community unless that
community itself makes an effort for its betterment.

This is a very important quotation. It will give you some idea of the
direction in which Igbal’s thought was moving since 1904. He was realising
that the reformation of Muslim culture was necessary and this would be
possible only if Islamic laws, were reinterpreted. Igbal kept writing time and
again on these topics. The extracts from his writings that I am reproducing
were published during different periods, especially between 1904 and 1938.
Let us examine the following quotation; but before I reproduce it I want to
submit that an important aspect of Igbal’s thought is that he genuinely
believed that the revival of Islam is not possible merely by the revival of
religion unless it is accompanied by the revival of Muslim culture. I will
explain what Igbal meant by ‘culture’. Let us first consider the quotation:

Among the Muslims, the question of reforming their culture is in fact a
religious question, because Muslim culture actually is the practical form of
the religion of Islam. There is no aspect of our cultural life which can be
detached from our religion. It is not my intention to discuss this
important matter from the religious standpoint. Nevertheless, I will not
hesitate to point out that due to the great change in the condition of our
lives, certain new cultural necessities have emerged, that the principles
devised by our jurists (Fugaha) the collection of which is generally known
as Islamic Shari‘ah, needs revision. It is not my contention that there is
some inherent flaw in the basic principles of our religion due to which it is
not possible for us to resolve our contemporary cultural problems. On the
contrary, my contention is that most of the interpretations of the Holy
Qur’an and Hadith (Traditions of the Prophet) advanced by our jurists
from time to time are such as were relevant and suitable for specific
periods of time, but do not conform to the modern needs and
requirements of the Muslims...Taking into consideration the modern
needs and requirements of the Muslim community, we need not only to
follow a new theological approach (I/m-ul Kalaam) in support of the
principles of religion, but need also a great jurist who could reinterpret
Islamic law, and grant such breadth to the rules, through his logic and
implication, that they would fulfil all the possible demands and
requirements of the present day Muslims. So far as I know, to date no



such eminent jurist has been born in the Muslim world. If we are to
consider the importance of this problem, it appears that more than one
mind and a period of at least one century is required to complete this task.

In 1905, a revolution took place against the Shah of Iran. Igbal carefully
watched this period of Iranian history generally known as Daur-e Istabdad-e
Saghir (The Era of Minor Tyranny). Mohammed Raza, who later became
Raza Shah Pehlavi, was the leader of this revolution. In the early stages, he
wanted to become the president of Iran following the Turkish example as he
tried to convert Iran into a modern democratic state. But the Shi‘a Ulema
opposed this conversion and advised him to adopt the title of Shah (King).
However, they retained the power of interpreting Islamic law as the
successors of the Occult Imam (Imam-e Gha'ih). These moves made Igbal
arrive at the conclusion that gradually Iran was also heading towards
elections, although according to the Shi‘a theory of the Islamic state there
exists a separation between the temporal power headed by the Shah and the
spiritual (juridical) power assumed by the Shia Ulema Council.

The ‘method’ referred to here by Igbal requires some attention. What he
meant is that a Muslim child should be identified as a Muslim and also as a
modern individual. The ‘method’ which he mentions repeatedly is that, unlike
the old system of education, the Islamic Dar-ul Uloom (study centre) must
constitute an integral part of a modern university. There should be the
subjects in which our preachers and missionaries should be well-versed. Igbal
insists upon their acquiring command over national literature, economics and
sociology. Thus it is evident that he wanted to see the Muslims remaining
Muslims and at the same time accepting modernity. Generally speaking, the
dreams of Igbal have not been realised so far. I would add here that when
Igbal went to Madras to deliver these Lectures, his host too subscribed to the
same views. Seth Jamal Mohammed used to spend a large amount of money
every year on such lectures. Before Igbal, he had invited Syed Sulaiman
Nadvi, who delivered lectures on Islam. Igbal was the third in the series who
was asked to deliver his lectures. Seth Jamal Mohammed wanted to create an
environment wherein Muslims could retain a strong faith and at the same
time not hesitate to become modern.



The writings of Igbal indicate that according to him the political order
recommended by the Qur’an was based on elections, and the legal order was
based on the interpretations of Islamic law advanced by the judges. The third
important point is that he uses the expression ‘Muslim Commonwealth’ for
the Islamic state.

Now we may turn to the question as to what Igbal meant by the revival of
Islamic culture? Why was it necessary and urgent? Igbal felt that Muslim
society, of which he was a member, was a sick society. He desired to bring
about the creation of a new society and that is why he used to claim that his
message or address was not meant for the intellectually disabled and the old
because such people are incapable of changing. He called himself the ‘poet of
tomorrow’. Fot this reason he was more interested in, and directed his
message to, the Muslim youth, who could create the new Muslim society of
his dreams. In this context, carrying the discussion further, I would like to
present another extract from his writings, particularly because whenever 1
have tried to express my views respecting Igbal’s thought, it has met with
strong opposition from the conservative Ulema who now claim to own Igbal
and contend that I misrepresent him. This passage has been taken from
Igbal’s lecture entitled ‘Muslim Community’. This is his third important
paper on the subject, and was translated into Urdu by Maulana Zafar Ali
Khan as “Millat-e Bayza par ek Imrani Nazar”, and read in the Strachey Hall
of the Aligarh Muslim University in 1910. He states:”

The establishment of a Muslim University in India is essential also for
another reason. Who does not know that the task of giving moral
education to the masses of our community is being performed by Ulema
and preachers who are not competent to perform this task? The reason is
that the quantum of their knowledge about Islamic history and Islamic
sciences are very limited. For the teaching of the main principles and
offshoots of religion and morality the preacher of today, besides having
an understanding of history, economics and sociology, should also have a
complete acquaintance with the literature and aspiration of his
community. Al-Nadwa, Aligarh College, Madrasa Deoband and other
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similar institutions which are functioning separately cannot fulfil this great
need. There should be established one central Dar-ul uloom of all these
scattered educational entities where the members of the community
should not only Madras Lectures reveal that so long as the Muslim
intellectuals remained under the influence of Greek thinkers they paid
more attention to speculative sciences. However, when they turned their
attention to the Quranic teachings, they discovered that the Qur’an laid
emphasis on experimental methods, because in the Quran, God
repeatedly commands man to apply reason, to think, to use his eyes and
ears, etc. This meant that through their sense perception, Muslims should
evolve empirical sciences. According to Igbal, it was against this
background that the Muslims developed the experimental method and laid
the foundations of empirical sciences. Europe took these empirical
sciences from the Muslims and further developed what is today known as
modern science and technology. Thus Igbal believed that Muslims were
the original founders of science, and if they were to learn it afresh from
the West, it would not amount to adoption of the sciences of an alien
culture, but to taking back from the West what they originally gave to it in
their times of glory. In this belief, Igbal desired that the broken link
between the Islamic sciences and the modern sciences should be re-
forged. He was convinced that this was also a very important aspect of the
reconstruction of religious thought in Islam and that the new Muslim
society could not be created unless the Islamic sciences were recombined
with the modern sciences. It is needless to mention here that a study of
the history of science would reveal that in the early stages of the
development of empirical sciences, the names of Muslim scientists
frequently occur. Even today some of these sciences are still
acknowledged and retain their Arabic name. For instance, Algebra, a
branch of Mathematics, which was a Muslim invention, still retains the
same name. So is the term (alchemy) chemistry which is derived from the
Arabic A/~Kimiya. There are numerous other terms, particularly in the
science of optics and physics which have been derived from Arabic and
which are still in use.

There is another fact that is worth mentioning, and it is that although
Igbal was a critic of the western civilisation, he was never opposed to
modernity. He always distinguished between modernity and westernization.



To him westernization was imitating an alien culture, for which he criticised
the Turks. But modernism to him was accepting the reality of change.
According to Igbal, the Qur’an commanded the acceptance of the reality of
change for the progress of Muslims in all spheres and fields; otherwise they
would be left behind. The Muslim could achieve Shawkah (Power) in the new
Muslim society only when they re-established the link between Islamic and
modern sciences; and recommenced the process of research, creativity,
innovation and invention. You must have noted that Igbal, in almost all his
writings, particularly his poetry, is obsessed with ‘the absolutely new’. He asks
for a new world and a new universe because he is fed up with the old. Even
his Satan pleads to God and begs for the creation of a new Adam since he is
disgusted with the present one who cannot bear even his single flaw. He
pleads that it is insulting for him that he is pitched against a very weak rival.
So even Satan demands a new Adam.

Now what he means by a new man or a new Muslim society is that the
creative potential of the Muslim community must be reviewed. In the context
of creativity, Igbal uses the expression ‘innovation’. He regarded Hazrat
Umar as the first innovator among the Muslims, because of the changes he
had introduced, particularly his inclusion of Is#zhsaan (Equity) into the Islamic
law of inheritance. Objections were raised against Hazrat Umar for
introducing novelty into Islamic laws. But Hazrat Umar replied that ‘novelty’
is of two kinds— one is Bid'at-e Hasna (commendable novelty) and the other
is Bid‘at -¢ saiyya (condemnable novelty).” Igbal endorsed the former and
considered it positive, or commendable, innovation. Igbal was of the view
that the Muslims of today could progress only if they acquired the mentality
of Hazrat Umar. He upheld that they should not become prisoners of the
text of Qur’an; their interpretation must also be consistent with the spirit of
the Qur’an. Thus according to him Bidat-e Hasna or commendable
innovation is worthy of consideration and should be adopted as a
methodology for modern day [j#ihad or interpretation of Islamic law.

Now I turn to the topic ‘Igbal and the Concept of the Islamic State in the
Modern Age’. 1 have already explained that Igbal gives priority to the
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principle of Muslim nationhood for the establishment of a modern Muslim
society. His second principle is that Islam is unthinkable without ‘power’.
Without ‘power’ you may repeatedly claim to be Muslim but you would be
Muslim only in name. Economic and technological freedom must be realised
along with political freedom to constitute ‘power’; otherwise you are nothing
but a slave and in the state of slavery no task can be accomplished. Igbal
narrates that once a Turkish freedom-fighter accompanied him to offer
prayers in the mosque and was perturbed to notice that the Indian Muslims
while offering prayers remained for a long time in the position of prostration
(Sajda). He asked Igbal as to why it was so? Igbal replied that there was no
need to be surprised because the poor slaves have nothing else to do except
‘prostration’ (Sajda).”

After interpreting the two major principles of “Muslim nationhood” and
‘Power’ Igbal has presented his concept of a modern Islamic state in his sixth
lecture, “The Principle of Movement in the Social Structure of Islam’. This
lecture is not only important, but also controversial, as most of the
objections raised against the Madras Lectures pertain particularly to this
lecture. Its topic is Ijtibad (effort, struggle). I will discuss only that part of the
lecture which relates to the construction of a state or rather the question of
how Igbal thinks a modern Islamic state can be created. In this connection,
the first thing to be kept in mind is that whenever Igbal speaks of modern
Islamic state, he has before his eyes those traditional models of the Islamic
state with which you may also be familiar. They are Khilafat, Imamate,
Amirate or Monarchy in different forms. These are the conventional types of
states that we come across in the history of Islam. Igbal does not
recommend the revival of any of these models. His concept of modern
Islamic state is based on three principles. But before discussing them, I
would like to point out that Igbal associates state with law-making. He wrote
several letters to Maulana Syed Sulaiman Nadvi and posed many questions in
this regard. An examination of these questions, and the answers given by
Maulana Syed Sulaiman Nadvi, provides very interesting and useful
information. I have collected and studied these questions thoroughly, in
order to find out what was in his mind. In fact, his questions are the same
which disturb the mind of the Muslim youth of today, and I suppose no
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satisfactory and convincing solution to these problems has been presented by
our Ulema even today. For example a question asked by Igbal to Syed
Sulaiman Nadvi makes it abundantly clear why Igbal gave so much
importance to lima“i ummab, (consensus of the community) and what its
connection is with the democratic order of a modern Islamic state. He asks
Syed Sulaiman Nadvi, “Can Ima“i ummah repeal Nass-e Qurani (text of the
Qur’an having clear meaning)? For instance a mother can breast feed her
child only for two years according to the Nass-¢ Qur'ani. Can this period be
reduced or extended?” Then he asks: “Can consensus change the Quranic
rules of inheritance? Some Hanafite and Mu‘tazilite scholars (names of two
schools of Islamic thought) believed that it was possible through Ijma“:
ummah. Does any such reference exist in the literature of Figh (Law)?” Such
interesting questions could be asked only by Igbal. He derives the principle
of election in an Islamic state from the 38" verse of 42™ Surah of the Holy
Qur’an in which it is stated that the Muslims are those who conduct their
affairs by mutual consultation. In this verse, the word ‘Shura’ has been used
which may either be interpreted as ‘Advisory Assembly’ or as ‘Consultative
Assembly’. If we take it as Advisory Body, then there will arise the problem
of the absoluteness of the executive authority which would not be bound by
the opinion of the Advisory Body. (And this is what had been happening
during the history of Islam and led to the establishment of the most perverse
form of autocracy). But if it is to be considered and interpreted as
‘Consultative Body’ then it would be identical to an elected Assembly for the
purpose of law-making. Igbal terms this law-interpreting Assembly as the
modern form of [ima‘ In other words, the elected representatives are
authorised to make or interpret law and their law-making process becomes a
kind of Ljma‘i Ummah. But this interpretation of Igbal has not been accepted
by the Ulema. You may note that Igbal wants to take away the right of Ijzihad
(Interpretation of law) from the individual jurists (Mujtabidin) and hand it
over to the elected Muslim Assembly. This is a kind of revolution which our
conservative Ulema are not prepared to accept.

Before talking about the three foundational principles propounded by
Igbal on which a modern Islamic state can be built, I would like to refer to



the last paragraph of his sixth lecture in which he defines the Islamic state as
“spiritual democracy”. He states:”

In view of the basic idea of Islam that there can be no further revelation
binding on man, we (Muslims) ought to be spiritually one of the most
emancipated peoples on earth. Early Muslims emerging out of the
spiritual slavery of pre-Islamic Asia were not in a position to realise the
true significance of this basic idea. Let the Muslim of today appreciate his
position, reconstruct his social life in the light of ultimate principles and
evolve, out of the hither partially revealed purpose of Islam, that spiritual
democracy which is the ultimate aim of Islam.

It is evident from this quotation that according to Igbal the ultimate aim
of Islam i.e., the establishment of “spiritual democracy,” has not yet been
realised and if at all, only partially.

Now I come to the three fundamental principles of a modern state from
the Islamic standpoint propounded by Igbal. They are: (1) human solidarity;
(2) equality; and, (3) freedom. Igbal is of the view that Muslims must aspire
for and realise these great and ideal principles in space— time forces us to do
this, as these very principles constitute the essence of Tawhid (unity of God).

The question that invariably follows is as to why Igbal refers to “human
solidarity” and not to “Muslim solidarity”’? The answer is that he had a vision
of a modem Islamic state as a spiritual democracy. As for religious tolerance
in this state, Igbal points out that the Qur’an commands the Muslims to
protect the places of worship of non-Muslims implying that it is a religious
obligation of the Muslims. In this background when Igbal talks about human
solidarity, he means Muslim unity based on common spiritual aspiration and
solidarity with non-Muslim citizens. On this basis it is possible to realise the
ideal of human solidarity. Igbal cities verse 40, of surah 22 of the Qur’an,
which contains the Qur’anic command to protect places of worship of the
non-Muslims. It states:
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If God had not created a group (of Muslims) to ward off others from
aggression, then churches, synagogues, oratories and mosques where God
is worshipped most, would have been destroyed.

In this verse, the term masajid (mosques) occurs at the end in a descending
order. First the churches of the Christians are mentioned, then the
synagogues of the Jews, followed by the monasteries or oratories of the
hermits, and lastly the mosques of the Muslims. How did the jurists interpret
this Qur’anic verse? The eatly Fugaba (jurists) thought that only the people of
the Book (Jews and Christians) came under this protective clause. But, when
Iran was conquered, Parsis or Zoroastrians were also included under it based
on the reasoning that they were Kamithl-e ahl-e Kitab (similar to the people of
the Book) and that this also bound the Mughal state to protect the places of
worship and culture of their Hindu subjects.

To conclude, when the Muslims had self-confidence and were powerful,
their jurists could ‘extend’ a Qur’anic rule of law if the conditions so
demanded, and when there was an apprehension that it could lead to some
problem they ‘restricted’ its application by temporarily suspending it. These
processes of ‘extension’ (Tawsi’) and ‘restriction’ (Tehdid) are acknowledged
principles in Islamic jurisprudence. Igbal is of the view that in accordance
with the needs and requirements of present times the Qur’anic rules of law
pertaining to worldly affairs (Mu'‘amalaa?) can be ‘extended’ or ‘restricted’
although this Power cannot be exercised by an individual or a dictator. He
desires that this power be given to the elected representatives of the Muslims
in the form of [jma‘ (Consensus).

While discussing these principles, I do not want to be misunderstood. I
am not arguing that a modern Islamic state can be regarded as a secular state.
No, this is not my thesis, although I am inclined to put the word ‘ideal’
before it. If according to Igbal the ultimate aim of Islam is to establish a
spiritual democracy and not a theocracy, then how can it be defined, except
as an ideal secular state? I do not call it a secular state because there exists no
genuine secular state anywhere in the world. The existing so-called secular
states are practically based on hypocrisy. Is the U.S. a secular state where
there still exists discrimination between blacks and whites? Are Britain,
France and Germany truly secular states? Is India, where the Muslims are



periodically massacred for one excuse or another, really a secular state? In
reality no secular state exits anywhere in the world, but there are several types
of hypocritical states. For example, the secular state of the former Soviet
Russia was established on the basis of atheism. It was an anti-religious state.
Similarly, Western capitalist secular democracies are indifferent to religion, as
they are essentially market societies interested in selling their merchandise.
But if there exists a state which respects every religion or whose aim is to
establish a genuine spiritual democracy, what name could be given to such a
state? I once met a Hindu scholar at a conference. He explained to me that a
secular state does not mean a state which is indifferent to religion, in the
sense in which it is called /a deen riyasat or ‘non-religious state’/secular state.
He said that India is not such a secular state, but every religion is given full
respect in it. I replied that if that was really followed then India would have
been an Islamic state as contemplated by Igbal. There would have been no
periodic massacres of the Muslim minority and that in that case there would
have been no need to make Pakistan.

Now let us turn to the second principle of Igbal, i.e., the principle of
equality in the modern Islamic state. To grasp it we have to consider Igbal’s
social and economic ideas. For example, he believed that the Qur’an has
prescribed the best remedy for all economic ills of mankind in general. He
opposed capitalism with the same vigour with which he opposed socialism as
economic systems. But he did not approve of the total expulsion of the
forces of capital from the economic order, rather he wanted to confine it
within certain specific limits. As for the Muslims, he recommended strict
implementation of the Islamic Law of Inheritance and the taking of zakat,
ushr and sadga (various taxes) by the state. Furthermore, through j#had, he
desired the reinterpretation of other Qur’anic laws pertaining to taxation. For
example, there is the Qur’anic command of gu/ al-‘afiw, i.e., give away all that
you have earned above your needs for the benefit of the community. But no
one will be inclined to give away his surplus wealth voluntarily for public
benefit unless the state compels him to do so. In his poem on the Russian
Revolution, Igbal therefore insists, that the Muslims must delve deep into the
Qur’an in an attempt to discover the Wisdom of Allah regarding gu/ al-‘afw.
On the basis of this Qur’anic command, he expects the modern Islamic state
to improve taxation laws in order to make the state essentially a welfare state
and thus realise the ideal of equality. In this connection he has also some



other suggestions pertaining to the distribution of land. According to him a
landlord, under Islamic law, can only hold as much land as he is able to bring
under self-cultivation and surrender the surplus to the state for distribution
to the landless tenants. Igbal also recommends the imposition of agricultural
tax on land holdings in parity with the proportion of income tax. Moreover,
he wants the implementation of other laws to prohibit the practice of
hoarding wealth by ignoring collective rights, accumulating wealth through
illegal and illegitimate economic sources, taking interest and indulging in
gambling. Igbal’s concept of equality in a modern Islamic state is more or
less identical to the economic ideal of a modern mixed economy. It implies
that the state should invest in important industries in the public sector and at
the same time accept free economy to a certain extent, by encouraging
individual investment in the private sector. But the state must not nationalise
industries.

Now, we can consider Igbal’s third principle of the Islamic state, i.e., the
principle of ‘freedom’ (Hurriyad). 1 have already said that he regards ‘elections’
of legislative assemblies in Muslim states as a return to the original purity of
Islam. So what does Igbal mean by the term democracy? By democracy he
obviously means representative or elected assemblies, because such
assemblies came into existence through electoral contest among different
political parties. Igbal states that political parties emerged during the times of
Khulafa’-i- Rashidin (Caliphs in the early period of Islam). One political group
consisted of the Ansar whose candidate contested against Abu Bakr.
Similarly, another political faction was that of the Muhajirin (immigrants)
who, for the first time, advanced the argument that the Arabs should refuse
to accept the leadership of any person who did not belong to the tribe of
Quraish. This reasoning is said to have silenced the Ansar. The Ansar’s claim
to the leadership was that they had constituted the armies of Islam, therefore
the Caliph should be elected from among them. The Muhajirin argued that
their candidate would not be acceptable to all the tribes of the Arabs because
they did not belong to the tribe of Quraish. Hence, the Caliph must be
chosen from the Quraish tribe. The third political faction was that of Banu
Hashim. They believed that the Caliph must hail only from the descendants
of Prophet Muhammad and, therefore, strongly supported Ali. Thus, it is
evident that there were three positions existing after the death of the Holy
Prophet.



It is interesting to note that during the electoral confrontation (or rather
competition) no party sought the support of the Quran or the Hadith
(Traditions of the Holy Prophet). The appointment of a successor (Caliph) of
the Holy Prophet was a political matter, to be resolved in a political manner.
Their approach was pragmatic and republican as well as flexible, since it did
not rigidly follow any set precedent. It is against this background that Igbal
gives priority to Ijma‘ (consensus), the present form of which is an elected
Muslim Assembly. [jma‘is one of the fundamental principles of Ijtibad, the
others being the Qur’an, Hadith and Qsyas. Igbal opines that the right to
reinterpretation of Islamic laws and giving them the shape of modern
legislation must vested in the elected Muslim Assembly. He is also of the
view that a body of Ulema could also be nominated to assist the Assembly as
the Assembly may face difficulties in understanding the intricate points of
Figh. However, he does not give the right of veto to the Ulema considering
that their mutual differences could lead to a legislative crisis. His solution to
the problem is that members of the Assembly should be acquainted with
Figh and modern jurisprudence. In other words, the candidates for the
Assembly in a modern Islamic state must preferably be lawyers and jurists
with a command over Figh, because only such a person can perform the task
of reinterpreting Islamic laws and their legislation.

Igbal’s concept of legislation is based on his philosophy of “permanence-
in-change”. He explains that only Ibadaat (religious obligations) are
permanent and cannot be changed. On the other hand, Mw‘amalaat (wotldly
affairs) are subject to the law of change. For instance, the timings of prayer
cannot be changed, nor can the fasting period of Ramadan. But all laws
pertaining to Mu‘amalaat (civil and criminal matters) which fall into the
category of worldly Mu'amalaat can be subjected to the law of change and
may be reinterpreted in accordance with changed condition and needs, as
well as with the requirements of the Muslim community. Igbal wants to give
this right to the popularly elected Assembly, Parliament or Majlis-e Shura.
The task of this new Majlis-e Shura is not to advise the ruler, but to rule. It
may make laws in three fields:

1. To amend existing laws so that these should conform to the injunctions
of Islam.



2. To implement those Islamic laws which have not yet been enforced and

3. To legislate those laws which are not repugnant to the injunctions of
Islam.

The third field is the most important because it is most extensive. Igbal
contends that the Muslims of today ought to follow Hazrat Umar in
achieving their objectives of comprehending the spirit of the Qur’an and the
real message of Islam for humanity.

Although Igbal insists on transferring the right of Ijtihad from an
individual Ulema to an elected Assembly which should be the sole law-
making body, he notes that in spite of the conservativeness of the Ulema, the
Muslims of the subcontinent are moving forward and it is the Shari‘ah which
has been made static or is lagging behind. What he meant to highlight is that
whenever the Muslims have raised their voices for reconstruction or
reinterpretation of Islamic law to suit the needs and requirements of the
community, the Ulema opposed them tooth and nail. As a result, despite
their opposition, Muslims have proceeded ahead whereas the Ulema have
been left behind. Here I want to point out that whenever Igbal proclaims
that we are marching forward while the Shari‘ah is static, he means that we
are not taking the Shari‘ah along with us.

Igbal is convinced that Islam contains a dynamic spirit within itself and no
one can hinder its progress with artificially imposed restrictions. He,
therefore, categorically points out:

The claim of the present generation of Muslim liberals to re-interpret the
fundamental legal principles in the light of their own experience and the
altered conditions of modern life is, in my opinion, perfectly justified. The
teaching of the Qur’an that life is a process of progressive creation
necessitates that each generation, guided but unhampered by the works of its
predecessors, should be permitted to solve its own problems.
(Reconstruction Lectures, p.168)

Who are the ‘Muslim Liberals’ It appears that according to Igbal these
are those Muslims who have a ‘reformist’ approach towards the evolution of



Islamic law. Anyway, all that Igbal has stated in this passage is unacceptable
to any Alim who has a conventional approach towards Islamic law.
Therefore, the way Igbal is showing to us for the freedom of [j#ihad in the
form of [jma‘and the dissemination of an enlightened or dynamic outlook in
our legislative assemblies is neither acceptable to our Ulema at this stage, nor
to the members of our law-making bodies, nor to the Muslim masses. The
Muslims of the subcontinent may have attained political freedom but their
mentalities are still enslaved by their past. They are hostages of the needs and
requirements of the Muslim community of bygone centuries. When I
proclaim that Imam Abu Hanifa has stated thus regarding a legal issue, it
means that I need not think any further as he had already pondered the
matter for all of us and for all times. But if we assert that we must exert
ourselves, reconsider and reinterpret a law because it is a problem specific to
our age, we are confronted with a deluge of objections. Although we claim
that we are devoted to Islam, our community is surviving on double
standards, the reason being that we are not courageous enough to pull
ourselves out of the pit into which we have fallen, yet, at the same time we
do not like to be considered cowards. Nations do not achieve emancipation
through merely attaining political freedom. Real emancipation is achieved
through freedom of the mind and that is the secret behind the progress of
nations.



QUR’ANIC INCLUSIVISM IN AN AGE OF
GLOBALIZATION

Joseph Lumbard

What first drew me to the teachings of the Qur’an, and even persuaded me
that they were the teachings by which I wish to live my own life, are the
verses that clearly advocate an attitude of tolerance and acceptance toward
people of other faiths. Verses such as:

Veerily those who believe and those who are Jews, and the Sabeans and the Christians
are those who believe in God and the last day and do righteous deeds, so they have their
recompense with God. They shall not fear nor shall they sorrow (2:62, 5:69),

rang true to my ear and seemed to transcend much of the religious bigotry
to which human history bears witness in all too many forms. Other verses,
such as, And We have sent to every people a messenger, that they may worship God
(16:32); And for every pegple there is a messenger (10:48), seemed to speak of a
universality of revelation and prophecy. I was somewhat surprised in later
years to discover that the majority of Muslims have usually explained such
verses in a manner that either dismisses them as abrogated (mansukh) or
employs complex philology to explain that the apparent, literal meaning is
not the real meaning.

Despite a clear message of universality, tolerance and pluralism in the
Qur’an, the main line theological and hermeneutic traditions have almost
always chosen to read the universal, inclusivist dimension of the Qur’an, and
of the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad in light of more exclusivist verses
such as, Verily the religion with God is Islam (5:3), and Who seeks other than Islam as
a religion, it will not be accepted from him (3:85). These are trumpeted in many
quarters as incontrovertible evidence that only those who follow the Prophet
Muhammad shall be saved. As Imam Yahya al-Nawawi (d. 1277) has written:



Someone who does not believe that whoever follows another religion
besides Islam in an unbeliever (like Christians), or doubts that such a person
in an unbeliever, or considers their sect to be valid, is himself an unbeliever
(kafir) even if he manifests Islam and believes in it.”’

Indeed, the weight of “tradition” is undoubtedly on the side of one who
prefers an exclusivist reading of the Qur’an. This has brought many
Muslims, such as Farid Esack, Ali Asghar Engineer, Muhammad Arkoun and
others to propose a radical break with the tradition in a favor of more
pluralistic understanding of the Qur’anic message. Such figures all too often
maintain that the traditional methodologies for understanding the Qur’an
need to be abandoned in the name of a new hermeneutic that accounts for
the nature of the times in which we live.

As Jane McAuliffe has demonstrated in Qwr'anic Christians and more
recently Yohanan Friedmann in Tolerance and Coercion in Islam,” the majority
of Muslim scholars throughout history have interpreted the exclusivist verses
of the Qur’an more literally than the inclusivist verses. Indeed, this is the
common interpretation one finds on the street and in the Mosque, where
verses such as: Verily the religion with God is Islam (5:3), and Who seeks other than
Islam as a religion, it will not be accepted from him (3:85) are trumpeted as
incontrovertible evidence that only those who follow the Prophet
Muhammad shall be saved. This is then supported by the oft-cited badith,

By Him in whose hand is the soul of Muhammad, there is no Christian or
Jew of this community who hears of me and then dies without believing

in that with which I was sent but that he is among the companions of the
fire.”

97 Imam Yahya al-Nawawi, Rawda al-talibin wa wmda al-muftin (Beirut, al-Maktab al-Islami,
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letter to ‘Abd al-Matin” at www.masud.co.uk
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Nonetheless, many verses clearly indicate that the new revelation brought
by Muhammad is but a continuation of previous ways:

Verily We have revealed to you as We revealed to Noah and the prophets after him.
And We revealed to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac and the tribes and Jesus, Job, Jonas,
Aaron, and Solomon, and We gave David the Psalms; and messengers regarding whom
We have told you stories and messengers regarding whom We have not told you stories

(4:163-4);

God has laid down for you as religion that with which He charged Noah, and what we
have revealed to thee, and that with which We charged Abraham, Moses, and Jesus:
“Establish the religion, and scatter not regarding it.” (42:13);

And We never sent a messenger before thee save that We revealed to him, saying,
“There is no God but 1, so worship Me.” (21:25);

Some verses even imply that the content of all revealed messages is one
and the same: Nozhing has been said to you save what was said to the messengers before
you (41:43). But one who wishes to substantiate the claim that all such verses
allude to the validity of other faiths will often find himself thwarted by the
exegetical tradition, which almost always opts for exclusivist interpretations
of the Qur’an, even when philology must be strained in order to substantiate
such claims. One obvious example of straining philology is found on the
interpretation of And We have sent to every pegple a messenger, that they may worship
God (16:32), and 10:48: And for every people there is a messenger. When their
messenger comes, they are judged with equity and are not wronged. At face value these
affirm the validity of all religions prior to Islam. But rather than being read
as affirmations of the universality of revelation, they are usually presented as
declarations that the Prophet Muhammad is God’s Messenger sent to all
humankind in every land, such that all other religions are now abrogated.
But were the reference to the Prophet Muhammad alone the proper Arabic
would say “the Messenger” rather than “a messenger.” Though this is a very
subtle and even debatable philological point, other verses which make very
literal inclusivist and even universalist statements are explained away, not
only through philology, but through the trump card of “tradition”—/aglid.
Those who take such verses as confirming the validity of other religions must



therefore, as Jane McAuliffe puts it, “be compelled by the exegetical tradition
to acknowledge that they are creating new interpretive strategies.”'"

The universalist verses of the Qur’an are either explained away through
creative and clever philology or are claimed to have been abrogated by later
revelations. Rarely are they allowed to stand alone as the unencumbered
word of God. In response to this, some Muslim authors have attempted to
address this question anew in recent years, privileging the “pluralistic” and
universalist dimension of the Qur’an, while explaining away or even
dismissing the more exclusivist verses. While such an effort gives hope for a
more tolerant mode of Islamic theology and Qur’anic exegesis, works such as
Farid Esack’s Qur'an Liberation and Pluralism have demonstrated such blatant
disregard for traditional Islamic scholarship that they have no hope of any
influence beyond a select group of Western and Westernized Muslims. The
fact is that we have yet to find a way to emphasize the universalist element of
the Qur’an and the Prophet’s message without estranging the majority of
Muslims and breaking completely from tradition.

In this paper, I propose that there is a way in which a universalist and
pluralistic understanding of the Qur’anic message can be attained through a
methodology that remains true to the basic principles or roots (usul) of
Islamic scholarship and even to the methodologies, but differs in the
branches (furu’) and fruits that are nourished and sustained through those
roots. This will not necessarily be a new reading, as many (mostly Sufis) have
alluded to it throughout Islamic history. But in an age of globalization when
everything overlaps and interpenetrates we have reached a point that it needs
to be part of mainstream Islam.

To substantiate such a procedure within the context of traditional Islamic
scholarship, one can call upon a famous saying of the tradition: “The
divergence of the scholars is a mercy.” As Frithjof Schuon remarks in
commenting upon this saying:

100 Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Qur'anic Christians: An Analysis of Classical and Modern Exegesis
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. if ‘the divergences of theologians are a blessing’ as Moslems say, this
means that the total doctrine, contained more or less synthetically in the
Revelation, is rendered explicit only by ‘fragments’ which are outwardly
divergent, although fundamentally concordant.""

The outward divergence of such doctrines is what lies in the branches.
Here the tree of tradition can be seen as one whose vatrious branches
produce different kinds of fruit. The fundamental concordance is the fact
that they all derive from the same roots. This is to say that within Islam
“orthodoxy” is not so much a body of conclusions as it is a methodology and
more importantly sincere engagement with the Qur’an and the sayings of the
Prophet Muhammad—and of the teachings of the Imams for Shi’ite
Muslims.

In failing to observe this when we seek to emphasize the pluralist and
inclusive message of the Qur’an, we risk a fall into an iconoclastic
confrontation with tradition, rather than a methodical accounting and
development of its teachings. This will benefit no one, for the new
conclusions attained, however true they may be, will have no soil in which to
take root. As Frithjof Schuon has written:

Dogmatic form is transcended by fathoming its depths and contemplating
its universal content, and not by denying it in the name of a pretentious and
iconoclastic ideal of ‘pure truth’.'”

Now, from a Qur’anic perspective, We have sent no messenger save with the
tongue of his people (14:4). Read literally, this has important implications for
how we read and understand the Qut’an. Over time Muslims have come to
read the Qur’an not necessarily in the language in which it was revealed, but
by applying institutionalized definitions that are far from the literal meaning
many of the Arabic words had in the time of the Prophet himself. These
institutional definitions often become of greater concern than the literal
meaning of the words themselves, leading to what Walid Saleh has referred
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to as the conflict between tradition and philology in the exegetical tradition.
If we do not always keep the philology in mind and look to the meaning of
the Arabic words in the historical context in which they were used, we
quickly become victims of our own cultural and denominational limitations.
Here tradition becomes Zaqlid rather than sunna.

This phenomena is very clear in the most widespread interpretation of the
last two lines of Surat al-Fatiba: Lead us on the straight path; the path of those whom
You have blessed, unlike those upon whom is Y our anger, nor those who are astray (1:6-
7). As Tafsir al-Jalalayn maintains, the Muslims are those on the straight path,
the Christians are those who are astray and the Jews are the ones subject to
God’s anger.  From this perspective, Judaism and Christianity are
intermediary stages on the way to Islam at best. But uncritical allegiance to
corrupted beliefs and practices prevents Jews and Christians from embracing
the fullness of revelation that is the Qut’an.

The most straightforward example of tradition trumping philology is the
interpretation of the word “islam.” Today, as for the past 1200 years or
more, the word “Zslans” is taken to indicate a particular set of beliefs and
practices adhered to by a certain segment of humanity. But when the Qur’an
was first revealed what did this word mean? As Toshiko Izutsu has
demonstrated in his masterful books God and Man in the Koran and Ethico-
Religious Concepts in the Qur'an, the original meaning of this word in pre-Islamic
poetry is not only “to submit,” but moreover to give over something that is
particulatly precious to oneself and which it is painful to abandon, to
somebody who demands it. "> So when the Prophet Muhammad first
presented a “message” that claimed to be “/s/am,” the words would have been
understood far differently than what we understand today. Moreover, the
way this word is used in the Qur’an actually provides the raw material for a
very eloquent understanding of religious pluralism, one wherein all
revelations throughout history are seen as different ways of giving to God
that which is most difficult to give—our very selves.

103 Toshiko Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran (Salem, NC, Ayer Publishing Co., 1987), p. 199.
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To illustrate this, I will mention several of the Qur’anic verses regarding
Islam which can be taken to present every previous revelation as a way of
submitting—is/am, rather than the historical religion of Islam. Such verses
present Zslam as a way of life, not a particular creed. The first to declare
himself a Muslim in the Qur’an is the Prophet Noah: I was commanded to be
among the submitters (Muslims) (10:72). Regarding Abraham, the forefather of
Judaism, Christianity and Islam, the Qut’an states, Abraham was not a Jew or a
Christian, rather he was a pious follower, a submitter (Muslim) (3:67). According to
the Qur’an, His Lord said to him (Abrabam), “Submit!” He said, “1 submit to the
Lord of the worlds” (2:131). After Abraham and his son Ishmael erected the
Ka‘aba they prayed, Our Lord, make us submitters unto Yon and make our offspring
a nation submitting unto Yon. Show us our religions rites and turn unto us . . . (2:128).
A few verses later, it is said that both Abraham and Jacob advised their sons,
O my sons, God has chosen the way for youn. So do not die but that you are submitters
(2:132). From this perspective, every prophet of the Judeo-Christian-Islamic
tradition has taught a different mode of submission to God. The creeds,
laws and languages differ, but the essential message is the same. Thus the
Qur’an tells us of Jews and Christians:

And when the Qur'an is recited to them, they say, “We believe in it. Truly it is the
truth from onr Lord. Truly before it [was revealed] we were submitters (28:52).

The Apostles also implored Jesus, We are the helpers of God! We believe!  Bear
witness that we are submitters (3:52). Confirming the inner substance of these
various forms of submission, the Prophet Muhammad has said: “The
Prophets are half-brothers, their mothers differ and their way (din) is one.”""

At face value such verses very clearly state that sl is a universal and
perennial way of life practiced by the great founders of all previous
religions/ways (dins) and their followers. But once “Zslan’’ becomes Islam, an
institutional definition or conception is formed and such verses become
more problematic. Rather than resorting to philology to clarify the
institutional interpretation of these verses, the majority of Muslim exegetes
have provided historical explanations, telling us that those who say Truly
before it [was revealed] we were submitters are in fact those Christians and Jews
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who had read the verses in their scriptures that spoke of the coming of
Muhammad and thus believed in him. But the exegetes are not able to
provide textual substantiations from the Bible for such assertions. Perhaps
this is because, as the Qur’an itself states, previous revelations have been
“altered.” But this leaves us wondering how these exegetes knew this to be
true. Unfortunately, the logic is quite circular: the Qur’an tells us that they
are Muslims, Muslims are the people who follow the message of the Prophet
Muhammad, therefore, they believed in the Prophet Muhammad. In other
words, the institutionalized meaning of “islan’ has trumped the linguistic
meaning.

Examples of such exegetical slight of hand abound, and often involve far
more subtle maneuvering to achieve the desired end—or to make the Qur’an
conform to “tradition.” But to examine them in detail would require an
extensive study. As with the interpretation of the word Zslaz one often finds
that a reading of the Qur’an that accounts for its most literal meaning yields
meanings that are in conflict with the traditional Muslim understanding of
other religions.

Perhaps the Qur’an itself warns that this will some day occur. For a
passage that is often read as a condemnation of Judaism and Christianity by
Muslims is actually a condemnation of religious condemnation:

They say, “None will enter the garden but those who were Jews and Christians.”
These are their desires (amani). Say, “Bring your proof if your are veracions.” Rather
one who submits bis face to God and does what is beautiful, he has his reward with
God. No fear is upon them and they shall not sorrow. The Jews claim the Christians
are based upon nothing, and the Christians claim the Jews are based upon nothing, yet
they recite the book. Likewise, those who do not know, claim the like of
their claim. Then God judges between you on the Day of [udgment regarding that
wherein you differed. (2:111-113, Emphasis added)

In this vein, it may be wiser to read Qur’anic condemnations of people of
other faiths, not as condemnations of their faiths as such, but as a
condemnation of hardness of heart that causes people to read the Qur’an in
accord with their own desires. We must be aware that those who follow the
Prophet Muhammad are also susceptible to forgetting a portion of what they were



reminded of (5:13). Indeed, that Muslims would fail to follow the fundamental
precepts of the Qur’an was foreseen by the Prophet Muhammad. Many
abadith tell us that Muslims will follow their religious predecessors, by selling
God’s verses for a small price and believing in some of the book and
disbelieving in some of it. On one occasion, a companion asked him how
knowledge could vanish when Muslims will continue to teach the Qur’an
generation after generation. The Prophet replied, “May your mother weep
for you! Do you not see these Jews and these Christians? They read the
Torah and the Gospels and do not act in accord with them.”'™ Another
famous Hadith states:

There will soon come upon the people a time in which nothing of the
Qur’an remains save its trace and nothing of Islam remains save its name;
their mosques will be full, though they are devoid of guidance. Their scholars
are the worst people under the sky, from them strife emerges and spreads.'”

A well-known Qut’anic verse contends that the multiple means by which
human beings worship God is part of the test that they confront in this
world:

And for each we have made among them a law and a creed; and if God wanted He
would have made youn a single cummunity, but to try you regarding what has come to
you, so vie in good deeds; to God is your return all of you, so we inform of that wherein

you differed. (5:48).

This reveals that there are different ways of understanding God and the
relationship with God for different human collectivities. God has not
revealed one law, but many laws. To each law corresponds a particular creed.
Other passages confirm this by revealing that God has also revealed different
rites of worship for different human collectivities:

For every community (unma) We have made a rite that they practice with devotion. So
let them not contend with you in this matter. And call to your Lord; truly you are
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upon a straight guidance. And if they dispute yon, then say, “God knows best what
you do. God judges between yon on the day of resurrection regarding that wherein yon
differ.” (22:67-69)

The reason for these differences in creed and practice is revealed in the
following verse:

O Mankind! We have created you of a male and a female, and have made you
peoples and tribes that you may know one another; surely the most
honorable of you with God is the most reverent; surely God is Knowing, Aware.
(49:13, Emphasis added)

From this perspective, what is most important is not whether or not one
follows a particular creed or practice, but that one is reverent toward God in
adhering to one of the particular modes of submission that God has revealed.
In this light, the revelations of many different religions could be seen as a
test—the test alluded to in 5:48. The changing face of our world has put
Muslims in a position where they must ask themselves anew whether or not
they have passed that test.



THE BOSNIAN PARADIGM:

The Bosnian Experience of Intercultural Relations
Nevad Kahteran
There used to be a part of Illyria, now called Bosnia,
A savage land, but rich in silver ore.
There were no long furrows of land there,
Or fields yielding abundant harvests,

But rugged mountains, and rough rocks reaching to the sky And tall
towers soaring on craggy hills.

From Stone Sleeper by Mak Dizdar

The land of Bosnia as a cultural unity of differences is the subject matter of
my presentation. But I want to point out at the beginning that the Bosnian
paradigm, as the title suggests, is diametrically opposed to the currently
prevailing perceptions of my country. Actually, the problem is in the point of
view: are you more inclined to look at Bosnia through the differences
highlighted by ethnic conflicts in the last century and, particulatly, in the
course of the past ten years or so, or are you mote prone to take into account
its thousand-year-old history of the interweaving of different religions and
cultures? If you take the second point of view, then you will see Bosnia as a
unique place in the world, the paradigm of the structure of the global
concept, a locus where the issue of multiculturalism is not just a brilliant
theoretical elaboration of this concept, but the experience of a centuries old
way of life by that model. True, as a result of a tragedy of cosmic proportions
which happened there before the eyes of the entire world, this Bosnian
paradigm was marred and pushed aside. However, even after all those tragic
events, the awareness is growing of seeking resort in this model of thinking
and living as the only possible and realistic prospect.



At the very beginning of his preface to the Bosnian translation of The
Heart of Islam: Ensuring Values for Humanity,""" a book translated by two dear
colleagues and myself within a very short period of time on the occasion of
the anniversary of the tragic events of September 11, 2001, the esteemed
Professor Seyyed Hossein Nasr offers a remarkably faithful picture of
Bosnia:

Bosnia lies at the heart of the European continent, at once a witness to
the reality of Islam, a bridge between the Islamic world and the West and
for most of its history a living example of religious accord and harmony
between the followers of the Abrahamic religions. Today in a world so
much in need of mutual religious and cultural understanding, Bosnia can
play an important role far beyond the extent of its geographic size or
population, provided it remains faithful to its own universal vision of
Islam threatened nowadays by forces both within and outside its borders.

In the same preface, however, Professor Nasr calls for a new ethic of
responsibility by emphasising the role of Bosnia as a bulwark of a strong as
well as universalist and inclusivist Islam at the heart of Europe, seeing in us
people who will spread to the rest of the world the spiritual and ethical
norms that constitute the heart of Islam, as well as the essence of the other
revelations that God sent as guides to humanity. This is an extremely difficult
task in this miserable age when ignorance is power and when the Bosnian
peoples are turned more toward the differences that set them apart than
toward resemblances which connect them and which are undoubtedly much
more numMerous.

This is the text of a lecture delivered at the Georgetown University Centre for Muslim Christian
Understanding in  Washington, DC, December 2002. (Courtesy: Sophia, Journal of the
Traditional Studies, Washington, DC, Vol. 9, No. 1, Summer, 2003)
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The point is that Bosnia and Herzegovina has become one of many places
on the map of the world where things are routinely bad. I hasten to say that I
do not intend to deal here with the unfortunate events which afflicted my
country for so many years and whose consequences will be felt by the people
of Bosnia for years to come. All the images of the sufferings and horrors of
war might be summarized by quoting a brilliant passage from a book by the
Bosnian writer Dervis Susic:'™

..... Bosnia is not what our senses perceive from her colors and shapes.
Listen to me! Bosnia is the deepest cauldron of Hell. Her bad roads, her
entrenched habit, and her incurable suspicion have closed her to the
beauties created by others, while her position makes her open to
aggression from all four sides.

However, like the writer just quoted, anybody with any knowledge of
what has happened in Bosnia and Herzegovina is aware of the fact that the
evil was not brought by its inhabitants, and that “the secrets of the
commitment of ordinary people, of the violence, exclusivity, and the dogged
persistence of those commitments” should be sought elsewhere. This
situation is maintained also by the monstrous creation called “the Dayton
Bosnia,” although I do bear in mind that it was the Dayton Agreement, such
as it is, that brought an end to that unfortunate war. Even as I am speaking
about the peace, however, I am facing a question to which I myself have no
satisfactory answer, the question of the function of a philosopher in a
country in which publication is virtually non-existent, in which culture is in
the hands of the nation’s “fathers” full of nationalist nonsense. Nevertheless,
when everything is taken into account, our immersion in the sameness, in the
commonalities that connect us, creates a feeling of a vital and promising
attempt to extricate ourselves from the vicious circle within which we are
separated by hatred, but at the same time gives rise to a sincere wish for a
strengthening of our consciousness, both in ourselves and in others, that we
can survive only by love, or at least by communication between individuals
and communities. The Anglo-American academic community can discover
some of the baroque complexity of the Balkans in the work of the authors

108 Pobune (Revolts) by Dervis Susic (Sarajevo: Svjetlost, 1991), pp. 91-92.



like Michael A. Sells, who wrote The Bridge Betrayed: Religion and Genocide in
Bosnia,"” and The Balkans as Metaphor,'" a recently published book offering a
somewhat different approach to the study of the region of south eastern
Europe. There are many other volumes available in English dealing with the
enormous inconsistencies and complexities of the Balkan world and of
Bosnia in particular.

However, the issue that I want to raise here is exactly that of the ways to
avoid the stereotypes and absurdities that have characterized too long the
debates on the Balkans and, regularly, those on Bosnia and Herzegovina.
Therefore, 1 wish to mention The Historical Atlas of Bosnia and Herzegovina,'"'
the product of nearly a decade of hard work by a team of university
professors, of whom as many as five have since passed away. As you turn the
pages and look at the different historical maps, most of which were put
together by non-Bosnians, you cannot help wondering what the key aspects
are of the prevailing stereotype of Bosnia, in the face of the irrefutable
evidence about its thousand-year old continuous existence and the richness
of its different identities. I therefore pose a very serious question: why not
take the differences not as a Bosnian inconsistency or inadequacy but as a
rich fermentation in which the West itself could take pride as proof of its
inherent tolerance? Because only in that case would the previously mentioned
Bosnian writer be refuted when, in another of his novels, he said resignedly:

109 Also translated into Bosnian. See Iznevjereni most: religija i genocid n Bosni (Sarajevo: Klio,
2002).
110 The MIT Press, 2002.

1 Sarajevo: Sejtarija, 2002. Geographical and Historical Maps of Bosnia and Herzegovina is the first
publication of its kind in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The Atlas comprises basic geographical
and historical maps of Bosnia and Herzegovina, showing the centuries long continuity of
the country’s statchood. Bosnia has figured on geographical maps from the earliest times to
the present, as featured in the Atlas, using old geographical and historical maps of the
country found in European cartographic archive collections and now, for the first time,
classified and presented to the general public.

The Atlas, which is 25.70 x 36 cm in dimensions, has 352 pages, and is printed in six colours.
It comprises twelve chapters. I sincerely hope that this remarkable volume will soon become
available in English or that an English supplement will be incorporated into a future edition
of the Atlas.



“May the Lord have mercy on this land. Until it finds its identity, there is not
much we can ask for in this country.” We seem to be dealing with the
principle of double standards in the case of Bosnia, since what is allowed
there would never be tolerated in their own environments by those who
make the most important decisions on Bosnia.

After all the unfortunate years of conflict and destruction, it is not
difficult to see how the radical transformation of the global ideological
geography, ie., the fall of the system based on a bipolar distribution of
power, left an indelible trace on the map of Bosnia by disfiguring the beauty
of its traditional mosaic almost irrevocably. Furthermore, the collapse of the
“Eastern ideological paradigm” doesn’t seem to have been as painful and
destructive anywhere as in Bosnia.

Yet, in today’s Bosnia there is an increasing number of genuine
intellectuals who hope that they can offer a corrective platform to counter
the currently prevailing perceptions of Bosnia. In this sense there is indeed a
need to homogenize the West in order to “unhomogenize” Bosnia. Namely,
the rapid acceptance of the cultural codes of a global society is extremely
attractive to Bosnian intellectuals, who are eager to be recognized as
members of the world community, above all of the European Union and
other Western and Euro-Atlantic associations. In Bosnia, however, this
universal globalism is, unfortunately, also ethnic in character, emanating as it
does from hidden ethnicity. In such a situation, the challenge we naturally
face is for us to realize— in spite of the wish of such intellectuals for a non-
ethnic identity— that their resistance to globalism is, in fact, a natural
consequence of their nationalistic short-sightedness. What I have in mind is
the failure to accept the fact that globalization on the economic plane
inevitably involves globalization on the spiritual plane, which in turn means
greater awareness of the sameness rather than continuing insistence on
differences. Naturally, we must be fully aware that, as a small country, we are
totally insignificant on the former plane, but on the latter plane we do have a
great deal to offer to the modern world, which gives us a good opportunity
to play an important global role, if you will allow me to paraphrase Professor
Nast’s words quoted eatlier.



Thus, the obvious question now is the following: how can we reinforce
the aspirations for a traditionally good multicultural co-existence, shaken up
and brought to the edge of survival by the unfortunate events during the
period between 1992 and 1995 and by an unnatural situation maintained to
this day in one way or another? Another way of putting the question is: how
do we support the building of the stage for peaceful co-existence with due
respect for all Bosnian peculiarities and different cultural frameworks,
without their violent removal on the one hand, and without becoming prey
to nationalistic nonsense on the other.

What we have said so far has brought us to a paradoxical situation With
regard to the context of the events that have taken place in Bosnia and
Herzegovina and produced the current situation. This “country of endless
inspiration,” which was dismembered at all its seams, is again being watched,
through the prism of the forgotten paradigm of Bosnia as it had been
through many centuries of its existence, as a fertile ground for religious
pluralism and understanding of all the holy forms of Abraham’s family of
religions as well as others. I will again refer here to Professor Nastr’s book
mentioned earlier, in which he says literally that Muslims must extend the
hand of friendship not only to the followers of other religions, as ordered in
the Qur’an, but also live together with, and show particular respect to, those
who have abandoned the world of religion, i.e., the secularists. This is a very
difficult task, new to both modernism and postrnoderm'sm.112

At this point, however, a critique suggests itself of the main modern sin,
the sin of the obsession with the ego, in the business of paving the road to
the forgotten Bosnian paradigm, permeated with perennial wisdom. But our
critique of modernism and post-modernism is by no means an anti-Western
attitude, but a perspicacious observation of the cracks of the mind that are
becoming evident to the modern recipient. We could rather say that it is a
true expression of the concern and apprehension for the future of humanity
as a whole. Because Bosnia originated and has existed by divine providence

112 See my translation of “Ljudske odgovornosti i ljudska prava” (“Human Responsibilities
and Human Rights”), chapter VII of Nast’s book mentioned eatlier, published also by The
Herald of the Riyasat of the Islamic Community in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Vol. LXIV, No.
7-8 (July-August 2002, Sarajevo), pp. 773-798.



at the crossroads of different worlds. Admittedly, the reestablishment of the
perennial perspective transcends the finiteness of the cunning of the
utilitarian and utilized minds, and we do keep finding, within the Bosnian
heritage, a great deal more to be learned about its cultural peculiarities and
plurality— not as mere theories or mental concepts held or advocated, but as
a centuries old model of living. This is why I spoke earlier about the
disfiguring of the traditional beauty of the Bosnian face, since nowadays
most people know only its Frankenstein appearance, i.e., the post-Dayton
situation. However, the destruction of the multi-religious and multi-ethnic
identity of Bosnia is not a loss only to the Bosnian peoples and the region of
south eastern Europe, but to all of humankind.

Bosnia and Herzegovina needs the wisdom I have spoken about more
than ever before, both from the philosophical and intellectual standpoint
and, even more, in the practical sense of improvement of daily life.
Furthermore, it seems that only from this angle can we implement the idea of
the pluralistic unity of Europe and the world at large; this, however, needs to
be clarified. Namely, we must make it clear why the concepts of modernism
and post-modernism cannot be applied to Bosnia and Herzegovina as
elsewhere in Europe, although, as a European country, it will become, sooner
or later, one of its important members because of its centuries old
devotedness to the idea of multi-cultural living.

Let me first underline the opposition between, on the one hand, the
metaphysically blinded perspective of the modern mind and, on the other,
the all-inclusive framework of traditional civilizations relating to the
multiplicity of holy forms and ethnic genealogies. On the opposite side, the
traditional world in which holy traditions influence each other implies a
somewhat different way of relating to, and understanding, “the other one.”
Bosnia and Herzegovina as a country of multi-religious identities, in spite of
the imported nationalist ideologies, must avoid the pitfall of reactionary
nationalism and insist on a supranational and supra political framework for
the sake of its future, although this yeat’s elections are a setback in that sense.
Therefore, issues like unity, difference, pluralism, tolerance, etc. cannot be
fully resolved within the framework of modern concepts. In fact, there is a
genuine need for a metaphysical perspective within which ethnic and
religious differences in Bosnia could be transformed into meaningful co-



existence, and this is how the important traditional concept of unity of
different religious forms can take us out of the dead end in which we have
found ourselves.

However, when I refer to, for example, Will Kymlick with his book
Multicultural Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights and Charles
Taylor, the author of “The Politics of Recognition,” published in the volume
Multi-culturalism: Examining the Politics of — Recognition, as well as the most
important French contribution made by Sylvie Mesure and Alain Renaut,
Alter ego: Paradoxes of Democratic Identity as supporters of multi-culturalism, I
want to ask whether or not they correspond to the Bosnian paradigm
mentioned earlier.

If we approach this topic from the standpoint of the traditional
understanding of Islam, but also of the Judaeco-Christian tradition, then the
option of accepting the relative as the only significant category and of public
banishment of the category of truth from intellectual discourse becomes
suicidal and least credible in the case of any traditional society, and thus of
Bosnia too. However, in order to clarify what I have just said, I ought to give
brief characterizations of modernism and post-modernism, which should
make it easier for us to understand the principles of perennial philosophy. In
this case I will use an extract from the review of my study on perennial
philosophy by someone I am very fond of, Bosnian Franciscan Professor
Mile Babic from the Franciscan Theological Faculty in Sarajevo, who
summarizes these ideas in a remarkable way.'” He writes that it is
symptomatic for perennial philosophy to be discussed at the present time,
the time of post-modernism, and poses a direct question about what it is that
perennial philosophy wants to emphasise in this post-modern era.

The point is that modernism emphasizes oneness, one principle common to
all, a principle that applies to everything, which is, therefore, universal. The
characteristic of modernism is wnity and universalism.

113 See Mile Babic’s review of my book in Bosna Franciscana, Vol. X, No. 16 (2002), pp. 230-
233.



Post-modernism emphasizes plurality, difference, discreteness of every
being and every culture. Every being is totally different, and every culture is
totally different. The characteristic of post-modernism is otherness, which
means that there are only many beings and many cultures, which are mutually
incommensurable, with nothing connecting or unifying them. To post-
modernists there can be no feature, measure, value, or principle which would
be shared by all. Every human being is an island unto himself or herself, and
every culture is an island unto itself. Among those different people and
cultures there is no commensurability. Cultures are incommensurable. The notion
of incommensurability best defines the spirit of post-modernism. It implies that
there is nothing common to different cultures and so they cannot be
measured on the same scale— they are, thus, zcommensurable. Every culture
has its own scale of measurement immanent to it, and every one is different.
Comparing one culture with another is, to post-modernists, a type of
violence against that culture.

Post-modernism rejects every pluralism based on different representations
of one and the same principle. Post-modernism rejects onisz, which holds
that one entity is manifested only in one way, as well as pluralism, which
considers that one entity is manifested in a number of ways. Even Aristotle
said that the being is manifested in many ways. Post-modernism rejects such
pluralism. In a word, post-modernism rejects every kind of monistic and
pluralistic metaphysics, that is everything that unites, unifies, and brings
about uniformity.

We can simply say that post-modernism rejects all that modernism
advocates. Modernism advocates wonzsm, and post-modernism  pluralism,
modernism advocates commensurability, and post-modernism incommensurability,
modernism is in favour of reducing all differences to one entity, while post-
modernism argues for otherness, incommensurability of differences to oneness;
modernism advocates uniting to produce unification and uniformity, while
post-modernism rejects any idea of a union or any comparison of different
cultures. Modernism secks universalism, post-modernism multi-culturalism.

In addition to the stated differences, it needs to be said that modernism
favours  aggressive  dogmatism, and post-modernism  aggressive  relativism.
Modernism considers the norms of a culture znfallible and imposes them, as



such, on other cultures. This is what is called aggressive dogmatism. Post-
modernists take the view that the norms of a culture are infallible only in that
particular culture, which means that every culture has its own infallible
norms. The norms valid only for one culture are relative. That is why we call
this aggressive relativism.

Perennial philosophy mediates between, and reconciles, the opposites
contrasting modernism to postmodernism; it converts the opposites into
differences which are part of an all-inclusive single entity. What modernism
and postmodernism viewed as opposites are now different manifestations of
one and the same truth. Perennial philosophy reconciles dogmatism and
relativism by claiming that the one and the same truth is wniversal, that it is
manifested in contingent historical (relative) facts. In this way, perennial
philosophy also reconciles universalism and multi-culturalism.

Perennial philosophy demonstrates that differences and oneness are not
mutually exclusive. Perennial philosophers assume that all philosophies agree
in essence, that all religions agree in essence, that all philosophies and
religions agree in essence. In this way, perennial philosophy overcomes the
split (opposition) between the mind and faith, between philosophy and
religion. And today the opposition between the mind and faith (science and
religion) has reached its peak. Today we have made of science an ideology on
one side, that is the mind which makes itself absolute, and made an ideology
of religion on the other side, that is religion that makes itself absolute. Only
truth is absolute, not religion. Perennial philosophy directs all religions,
philosophies, and sciences toward the transcendental One, the One which is
revealed, but which no revelation— or all revelations taken together— can
exhaust. Finally, the most important thing is for us to become aware of the
fact that while we are immersed in one horizon of thought, we must by no
means allow all others to elude us.

Let us summarize what has been said so far. Post-modernism is opposed
to the assumptions of modernism in many ways, but not— as Perennialists
will splendidly observe— toward seeking fresh evidence of the reality of the
Holy, regardless of what we name It and how we identify It. In fact, post-
modernism tries to deconstruct the holy structures of religion and even the



holy texts themselves.'"* While modernism emphasises rationality, post-

modernism, as we can see, rejects even the knowledge obtained by means of
man’s limited mind. Hence, we can see immediately that, on the practical
plane, the issue of applicability of these concepts to Bosnia and Herzegovina
must be seen in a somewhat different light. But what, then, is the criterion
suitable for the Bosnian reality?

Obviously the answer does not lie in mere refutation of, or confrontation
with, these modern and post-modern Western philosophical traditions. We
would rather say that the answer could be found in a fruitful association of
controversial issues and in an improved understanding of the standpoints
themselves and of the issues involved. Therefore, the goal is not overcoming
those who think differently and who pray to God and invoke His Name in a
way different from our own. On the contrary, the goal is to act creatively
together and compete in the struggle for the general benefit of all humanity.
This is the forgotten wisdom of Bosnia, the immersion in sameness rather
than in differences, for which I am infinitely grateful to my first teachers of
this perennial wisdom— my beloved parents. There is still a huge reservoir of
that wisdom that can be tapped for meaningful inter-religious dialogue and
joint foundations acceptable to everybody.

I believe it is generally known that in accordance with this perennial
wisdom there exists a universal teaching by which different religions are
largely mutually confirmable, a teaching originating from the Unity of the
Divine Principle, which comprises all the teachings, metaphysically and
practically. This teaching respects individual forms of each holy tradition, the
details derived from the Source itself, which means that there is a realistic
possibility of dialogue and mutual understanding among all nations. Thus,
this teaching offers us something that we cannot find in the various modern
and post-modern philosophical premises, those that constitute them and the
others that cause their decomposition after a while, going on in that way for
ever and ever. Hence, the existence of this teaching in Bosnia, as it was
expressed for centuries there, is far more important than the different ways

114 See S.H. Nasr, “Islam at the Dawn of the New Christian Millennium,” published in
Encounters, 5:2 (1999), pp. 129-154.



in which it was expressed, even than the heresy that Bosnia was not
infrequently accused of— both from the East and the West. Namely, to those
from the Fast we are very bad Muslims, to those from the West we are
equally poor Christians and Jews. However, I firmly believe that we shall be
better Muslims, Christians, and Jews only if we are willing to follow the
dominant principle I have just spoken about.

I am not arguing for any kind of heresy but for persevering action with
regard to human differences in order to achieve the greatest possible measure
of traditional harmony in Bosnia, whose lack for the past ten years has been
witnessed by the entire international community. Naturally, as a result of the
unfortunate events that have taken place during that period, Bosnia has been
open for too long to a variety of foreign influences, including even those of
fundamentalism, which represents a greater break with the Bosnian tradition
than the arrival of modernism. For genuine traditions, of whatever
provenance, have never preached terror and violence.

I also want to point out a social pathology of the contemporary world
which makes people accustomed to the presence of violence as something
perfectly normal and logical. People have developed too intimate a
relationship with danger and the presence of death. The attitude of the
Bosnian academician Muhamed Filipovic'”® seems to me to be crucial with
regard to this topic. He claims that terrorism in the modern world originates
from the simple fact that the contemporary way of life is impregnated with
violence, gratuitous violence totally unrelated to any beliefs or theories.
Therefore, violence and terrorism are, according to him, a logical
manifestation of the modern way of life, penetrating all cultures and religions
from outside, without being in any way connected to their own premises and
teachings. In that case terrorism cannot be, ¢o 7p50, derived from the premises
of religiosity. In fact, speaking about the madness of power, he claims that
we are living against nature and that this backfires in such a way that we are
no longer capable of clear distinction between good and evil, that we have
lost the sense of the ethical, and that we ourselves are part of a great

15 See Islam i teror, by Muhamed Filipovic (Sarajevo: El Kalem, 2002).



pragmatic machine of exploitation and destruction, while terrorism is only
the most direct and the most precise expression of such a state of affairs.

Finally, I think that we can agree that the search for causes of terror
cannot by any means be located in the sphere of various faiths and
ideologies, especially not in the sphere of Islamic belief, since it is absolutely
obvious that terror is something that is much more deeply rooted in the
modern way of life. Moreover, the actual appearance of terrorism is an
expression of our contemporary Buropean or Western civilization and of
some of its features, of which we are either not aware or which we
deliberately ignore. We do not seem to know how to tackle these features,
although we do know that our present difficulties originate from them.

In conclusion, allow me to clarify what it is that makes me continue with
my adherence to this universalist perspective, which, I sincerely hope, I have
presented clearly enough. The question then is what is the reason supporting
an inclusivist attitude in understanding the world and the wortld processes
from the Islamic perspective, since Islam is that #gpos from which this
understanding starts in the case of Bosnian Muslims and my own original
impulser Is it perhaps because, in the words of the brilliant Bosnian writer,
Mesa Selimovic, we have always been plagued by misfortunes, so that we are
afraid of loud laughter, we are afraid that we might anger evil forces which
always lurk around Bosnia.”'® T feel obligated to quote his now famous
passage about Bosnian Muslims:

History has never made such a joke with anyone else as it did with us... we
had been torn away and disconnected and were not accepted. Like a
branch of the river which had been separated from the mother river by a
torrential flood, and had neither stream nor mouth, too small to be a lake
and too big for a soil to absorb it within itself.

We live at the crossroads of the wotlds, on a border of nations; we bear
the brunt for everybody, and we have always been guilty in the eyes of

16 Tyrdjava (Fortress), p. 31.



someone. The waves of history break themselves over our backs, as on a
reef.

From this position, faithfully described by this writer, and in spite of all
the troubles concomitant with the location in which we found ourselves,
sprang and continues to grow this universalist and inclusivist perspective,
which is a testimony to the constructive role of Islam that it plays and will
play in the future of Europe. To me personally, as a Hafiz-al-Qur’an,'"” this
universalist perspective has enabled to avoid, without any shame or self-love,
falling prey to any of today’s prevailing “philosophies of the herd” in Bosnia,
ie, to that parochial philosophy and narrow-mindedness, which are
unfortunately present in Bosnia at a moment when it is most essential to
affirm the universal perspective of our original impulses. As for the Bosnian
Muslims, they are becoming increasingly aware of the fact that universalism
in its deepest sense is the very raison d’ étre of Islam. Hence the support of the
Bosnian model and paradigm is not a matter of choice, but the issue which
makes up or breaks up the picture of the modern world, reinforcing or
weakening the trust in the unity of that world.

HI would like to conclude by conveying the opinion of a well known
philosopher that where there is danger, there is also the possibility of
salvation, which, in fact, is a paraphrase of the following statement in the
Holy Qur’an:

So, verily, with every difficulty, there is relief: verily, with every difficulty there is relzef.
(Al-Inshirah, 5-6).

Wa ma tawfigi Llla bi’llab

117 Some one who has memorized the whole of the Qut’anic text. (Editor)



THE CHRISTIAN USES OF SECULAR
POSTMODERNISM

Merold Westphal

Not surprisingly, postmodern philosophy derives its name from its critique
of modern philosophy, especially as developed by Descartes and Hegel. In
Descartes the marks of modernity are three: certainty, clarity, and purity. Put
into theses it is the triple claim: 1) that philosophy can and must attain
complete certainty (objective certainty, not mere subjective certitude) about
matters of ultimate importance; 2) that philosophy’s medium can and must
be clear and distinct ideas, a medium so transparent as to be no medium at all
but the very light in which things show themselves as themselves; and 3) that
philosophy can and must be presuppositionless, free from immersion in the
particularity and contingency of tradition and thereby free for knowledge that
in its certainty and clarity will be universal and necessary. It is easy to see that
the second and third theses are in the service of the first.

Hegel shares these ideals but has his own distinctive version of how they
are to be achieved. Thus 1) certainty is to be achieved not through
methodological doubt but through the ontogenetic recapitulation of the
phylogenetic pathway of doubt and despair that is traced in the Phenomenology
of Spirit.""® 2) Clear and distinct ideas are not immediately at hand but become
available only through a thoroughgoing critique of the categories of thought
such as we find in the Science of Logic.

3) While beginning in the right way is important if philosophy is to be un-
conditioned by the contingencies and particularities of history,"” Hegel has
learned from Kant (and Spinoza) that only that is unconditioned which

118 Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), Introduction.
Cf. Joseph Flay’s commentary on the Phenomenology entitled Hegel’s Quest for Certainty (Albany,
NY: SUNY Press, 1984).

19 Phenomenology, Introduction and p. 58. Science of Logic, trans. A. V. Miller (London: George
Allen & Unwin, 1969), “With What Must the Science Begin.”



includes the totality of conditions. The juxtaposition of completeness with
certainty and clarity in Kant’s Preface to the First Edition of the Critique of
Pure Reason™ is ominous from Hegel’s perspective. For the certainty and
clarity Kant is able to achieve at the level of the Understanding, without the
completeness demanded by Reason, which aspires to render itself
unconditioned through possession of the totality of conditions, leaves us
without the Knowledge we need. The Understanding itself, whether as
common sense or as Newtonian physics, gives us the conditioned and some
conditions, without being able to provide the totality of conditions; and
Kant’s critical philosophy only shows how the Understanding works,
declaring that Reason’s demands cannot be met. Our “knowledge” is only of
phenomena and appearances and not of noumena and things in themselves,
and, what is worse, what Kant takes to be of ultimate importance, God,
freedom, and immortality, do not even appear as phenomena. So Kant

admits, “I have found it necessary to deny knowledge, in order to make room
for faith.”"!

Hegel gives a historical sense both to the way thought is conditioned by
what is contingent and particular, its embeddedness in social practices and
traditions ~ of  interpretation, and to  becoming  unconditioned
(presuppositionless) by embodying the totality of the conditions. Thus
philosophy can reach its goal only at the infamous “end of history,” the point
at which it is possible to survey the whole development of the human spirit
and encompass all moments in a systematic totality.

120 A xiii-xv.

12U Critigue of Pure Reason, B xxx. Though Kant belongs to the history of “modern”
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The True is the whole,” we are told, and the System of Science which
articulates the True in Absolute Knowing is possible only now that a “new
era” has dawned. Science is “the crown of a world of Spirit...”'** In other
words, speculative philosophy is always ideology. “Whatever happens, every
individual is a child of his time; so philosophy too is its own time
apprehended in thoughts.”'” Only because the age to which it is relative is
itself absolute as the culmination of the historical process can philosophical
thought itself be Absolute Knowing.?'**

The Science of Logic, no less than the Phenomenology of Spirit, is presented as
“its own time apprehended in thoughts.” It’s opening sentence complains,
“The complete transformation which philosophical thought in Germany has
undergone in the last twenty-five years and the higher standpoint reached by
spirit in its awareness of itself, have had but little influence as yet on the
structure of logic.”'” Aristotelian logic stands in need of “total
reconstruction; for spirit, after its labours over two thousand years, must
have attained to a higher consciousness about its thinking and about its own
pure, essential nature.”'”* It is only because spirit has reached its maturity that
the Logic can be understood “as belonging to the modern world”'” yet still
be the “Science” rather than ideology or Weltanschauung. Reason has its
presuppositions, to be sure; but as the historically emergent, systematic
totality of the history of spirit, it no longer has a partial perspective but

122 Phenomenology of Spirit, pp. 6-11. For the theme of the “new era” in various texts, see
Schlomo Avineri, Hege/’s Theory of the Modern State (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1972), Ch. 4, especially pp. 64, 71-72, 74.

123 Philosgphy of Right, trans. T. M. Knox (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1942), p. 11.

124 For an interpretation of the Phenomenology in these terms, see Merold Westphal, History
and Truth in Hegel's Phenomenology (3rd ed., Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998).

125 Science of Logic, p. 25. Repeating this complaint a page later, he continues, “However, once
the substantial form of the spirit has inwardly reconstituted itself, all attempts to pre-serve
the forms of an earlier culture are utterly in vain.”

126 Science of Logic, p. 51.

127 Science of Logic, p. 42.



grasps the totality in its organic unity. Because its presuppositions no longer
function like all penultimate presuppositions to define a particular point of
view, it can be said to be presuppositionless.

Not surprisingly, the recurrent postmodern complaint against modernity’s
totalizing thinking is most obviously directed against Hegel. But the sense is
strong that the features of “modernity” that are most explicitly in Descartes
and Hegel are far more widespread than might at first be suspected.”'*”

Postmodern  philosophy is overwhelmingly secular. Nietzsche’s
announcement of the death of God rumbles like a basso continuo beneath the
various critiques of modernity."” Derrida tells us, “I quite rightly pass for an
atheist”™ and his “religion without religion””' turns out to be religion
without God. Other French postmodernists are without nuance in their
atheism and profess no private religion. On the German side of the street,

128 Descartes is a paradigm of foundationalist epistemology, while Hegel’s holism is a
paradigm of anti-foundationalist thinking. So that is not the issue between modern and
postmodern philosophy. Postmodern philosophy tends to be holistic, but, for quasi-Kantian
reasons, without the Whole. Moreover, those reasons tend to cut against Descartes’
foundationalism as much as against Hegel’s holism with the Whole.

129 See, for example, Alan D. Schrift, Nietzsche’s French Legacy: A Genealogy of Poststructuralism
(New York: Routledge, 1995); Martin Heidegger, Nieszsche, four volumes as two, trans. David
Farrell Krell (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1991); and “The Word of Nietzsche: ‘God is
Dead” in The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, trans. William Lovitt (New York:
Harper & Row, 1977).

130 See Circumfession in Geoffrey Bennington and Jacques Derrida, Jacques Derrida, trans.
Geoffrey Bennington (Chicago. University of Chicago Press, 1993), p. 155. For Derrida’s
gloss on this peculiar formulation, see Mark Dooley’s interview with Derrida in .4 Passion for
the Impossible: John D. Caputo in Focus (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2003), p. 32.

131 For a fine overview, see John D. Caputo The Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida: Religion
withont Religion (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1997).



Heidegger insists that whatever may be true of the philosopher, philosophy
itself must be atheistic.'”

It is important, however, to notice two things here. First, the postmodern
philosophers neither appeal to older arguments against the reality of God nor
do they produce new arguments of their own. They speak as if it were
axiomatic self-evident that we live in a world without God. Their work is in
the mode (un)faith seeking understanding. Second, their arguments against
philosophic modernity are not conceptually linked to atheistic premises. They
see modernity forgetting that we are human, all too human and, to the degree
that their arguments are successful, they show that we human thinkers,
speakers, writers, and readers are not God; but they do not show that no one
else is."” It is one thing to show that this cat, say, is not a lion, but quite
another thing to show that there are no lion Given these two observations,
one can say of postmodern philosophy what Pa Ricoeur has said about
psychoanalysis:

My working hypothesis ... is that psychoanalysis is necessarily iconoclastic,
regardless of the faith or nonfaith of the psychoanalyst, and that this
“destruction” of religion ¢ be the counterpart of a faith purified of all
idolatry. Psychoanalysis as such cannot 1 beyond the necessity of
iconoclasm. This necessity is open to a double possibility, that of faith and
that of nonfaith, but the decision about these two possibilities does not re
with psychoanalysis ... The question remains open for every man whether
the destruction of idols is without remainder."**

132 For the relevant passages and an interpretation of them as methodological atheism, see
Merold Westphal, “Heidegger’s ‘Theologische’ Jugendschriften” in Overcoming Onto-Theology (New
York: Fordham University Press, 2001).

133 For this kind of analysis of the famous “death of the author” motif in Foucault Derrida,
and Barthes, see Merold Westphal, “Kierkegaard and the Anxiety of Authorship International
Philosophical Qnarterly, XXXIV, 1 (March, 1994), pp. 5-22.

134 Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Inferpretation, trans. Denis Savage (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1970), pp. 230 & 235.



In Suspicion and Faith: The Religions Uses of Modern Atheism,” 1 extends
Ricoeur’s analysis to all three thinkers he identifies as the “masters” of the
“school, of suspicion”l%— Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud. There the “religious
uses of modern atheism” turn out to be modes of Lenten self-examination,
individual and corporate, in the attempt, with God’s help, to discover and
uproot the idolatry the always insinuates its way into faith.

Subsequently I have found it helpful to extend this strategy to the secular
postmodernism of the twentieth century. My triple claim is that whether we
are talking about the hermeneutics of suspicion in its modern mode (Marx
and Freud or its postmodern posture (Nietzsche) or about subsequent
secular postmodernism which draws heavily at times on Marx and Freud as
well as Nietzsche, a) the critiques are all too true, all too much of the time; b)
they neither logical] presuppose nor entail an atheistic ontology; and 3) they
can be recontextualize within the framework of a Christian understanding of
creation and the fall. I relation to creation, postmodernism can be read as a
hermeneutics of finitude which expresses, however unintentionally, the
radical difference between Creator and creature. Thus St. Paul insists that
“we walk by faith, not by sight” and that“we have this treasure [the gospel of
the glory of Christ, who is the image of God] in clay jars, so that it may be
made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come
from us” (2 Cor. 5:7, 4:4-7). I read the metaphor of clay jars epistemically and
not just ethically, anticipating the subsequent contrast between faith and
sight, especially the autonomous sight which is the hallmark of the
Enlightenment. Secular postmodernism can also be read as a hermeneutics of
suspicion which expresses, however unintentionally, the noetic effects of the
fall. St. Paul teaches that “all ungodliness and wickedness... suppress the
truth” (Rom. 1:18). I read this to signify not just outright denial but “editing”
to bring the truth within various human comfort zones and putting revealed
truth to work in the service of human, all too human projects.

135 (New York: Fordham University Press, 1998), originally published (Grand Rapid MI:
Eerdmans, 1993).

136 Freud and Philosophy, p. 32.



These latter two forms of suppression are the idolatries that are the target
of Kierkegaard’s attack upon Christendom, which permeates his entire
authorship. If Kierkegaard and Nietzsche are the founding fathers of
Christian and atheistic existentialism, respectively, we can also see them
playing the same roles in relation to postmodernism. Kierkegaard’s critique
of Hegelian speculation has its roots in the passion of faith and its target in
the totalizing thinking in which he finds modernity to culminate. Thus his
pseudonym, Johannes Climacus, writes, “Existence itself is a system — for
God, but it cannot be a system for any existing spirit. System and
conclusiveness correspond to each other, but existence is the very
opposite” In Kierkegaard we see the possibility of a Christian
postmodernism, one which finds in the paradox of the Incarnation and the
offence of the Atonement a divine alterity that “shatters” the cogito'™ and
“supplements” the system."”” So we can ask the question, What uses might
Christian thought, which has its own postmodern possibilities, have for the
secular postmodernisms of the twentieth century?

Most of the thinkers who are called postmodern do not call themselves by
that name. But Jean-Francois Lyotard has at least described what he calls
“the postmodern condition” and given us the closest thing we have to its
definition. He uses the term ‘postmodern’ to describe “the condition of

137 Concluding Unscientific Postseript, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1992), I, 118. Derridean deconstruction can be read as a
sustained argument for the later claim, namely that the totality that would convert any faith
into sight is simply not available to any human knower, thinker, speaker, writer, or reader.
On this point, Christian and secular postmodernism are in complete agreement. See note 16
above and my “Kierkegaard’s Climacus— a Kind of Postmodernist,” Infernational Kierkegaard
Commentary: Concluding Unscientific Postscript, ed. Robert L. Perkins (Macon, GA: Mercer
University Press, 1997).

138 The term is Paul Ricoeur’s, who associates this shattering with Nietzsche but could just as
easily have linked it to Kierkegaard. See Ouneself as Another, trans. Kathleen Blarney (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1992), pp. 11-16.

139 Jacques Derrida speaks of the “dangerous supplement,” dangerous because what is open
to supplementation is not the totality that the System claims to be. See Of Grammatology,
trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974),
pp. 141-64.



knowledge in the most highly developed societies,”* and he writes,

“Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern as incredulity toward
metanarratives.”'* Since he calls metanarratives grand narratives and since
the biblical story that stretches from Eden to the New Jerusalem, from “Let
there be light” (Gen. 1:3) to the city that “has no need of sun or moon to
shine on it, for the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb” (Rev.
21:23), is a grand narrative indeed, it is often assumed, by friend and foe
alike, that postmodern incredulity is the antithesis of Christian faith. But a
closer look shows that this is not the case. There is something iconoclastic, to
be sure, about this incredulity, but whether “the destruction of idols is
without remainder” remains to be decided.

The first thing to notice is that the metanarratives that concern Lyotard
are those of modernity, and biblical faith has not been a conspicuous
component of modern philosophy. Nor does Lyotard mention the Christian
story. He makes allusions to thinkers like Descartes, Locke, and Adam Smith,
but his primary focus is on Hegel and Marx. Their metanarratives, once
called philosophies of history, have often been described as secularized
versions of the biblical story. Modernity, either as the extant capitalist nation
state or as the classless society about to be brought in by the revolution, is
the eschatological fulfilment of history. But in the context of Hegel’s
pantheism or Marx’s atheism the God of the Bible has quite disappeared
from the scene. These stories are no longer the biblical story.

That leads to a second important observation, namely the radical,
threefold difference between the metanarratives of modernity and the grand
narrative of Christian faith. First, the former are mefanarratives, and for
philosophers meta-languages are second order discourses about first order
discourses, in this case the scientific theories of which modernity is so proud.
They are the narratives within which the non-narrative discourses of
modernity are placed. The first order discourses of Christian faith include

140 N. B. He purports to be describing something already “out there,” not seeking to
introduce, much less to impose something new.

Y1 The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian
Massumi (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), pp. xxiii-xiv.



liturgy, sacred music, preaching, creed, and catechesis. But so far are these
from being non-narrative discourses that the biblical story is their very heart
and soul. So we can call that story, grand as it is, a weganarrative rather than a
metanarrative to signify that it belongs essentially to all the first order
discourses of the Christian faith. Prior to scholatly reflection, and subsequent
to it as well, that faith is nothing but placing the life of the believer and the
believing community within that story, hearing it, believing it, telling it, and
trying to live it. The grand narrative does not first come on the scene with
the metadiscourses of Christian faith, the scholarly reflection of biblical and
systematic theology. It is rather the task of these discourses to be faithful to
the mega-narrative to which they owe their existence.

Second, if we ask why modernity finds it necessary to place its non-
narrative discursive practices within the framework of some metanarrative,
Lyotard’s answer is direct and simple: legitimation. Premodern societies, he
argues, legitimate their language games, the complex mixture of discursive
and non-discursive practices, with the help of narratives. Lyotard seems to be
thinking of both myth and biblical history at this point. But the scientific
discourses of modernity have tended to discredit these narratives in modern
eyes and, ironically, leave both themselves and the non-theoretical, political
and economic practices with a legitimation deficit. To keep this from
becoming a legitimation crisis, modernity hires philosophers to tell it the
grand stories, which now function precisely as metanarratives, that will
legitimate its practices.

But the biblical story has normative significance in a very different way.
Its proper function is more nearly delegitimation than legitimation. It tells the
story of what God is up to in human history in such a way as to make clear:
a) that human practices, discursive and non-discursive, personal and
collective, are legitimate only to the degree that they are in conformity with
and in the service of God’s purpose, God’s sovereignty, God’s kingdom; and
b) that the human story is always one of incomplete conformity to God’s
requirements and of service to human, all too human purposes, sovereignties,
and kingdoms. It is the constant reminder of what is obvious to honest
observation in any case, that in spite of the grace that invites us to
conformity and service, the saints remain sinners and that the church is not



the Kingdom. The New Jerusalem is an object of hope and thus of faith but
not yet of sight.

This difference about legitimation can also be expressed as a difference
about totality. Within the Hegelian and Marxian stories, our practices and our
theories mutually reinforce each other, and there is no need to go beyond
them. Together they form a closed circle, a self-sufficient whole.
Metanarratives are instances of totalizing thinking. By contrast, to live within
the Christian meganarrative is to know the perennial penultimacy of both our
theories and our practices. We see “through a glass, darkly,” “in a mirror
dimly,” in an “enigma” (1 Cor. 13:12). Moreover, “what we shall be has not
yet been revealed. What we know is this: when he is revealed, we will be like
him, for we will see him as he is” (1 John 3:2). The believer and the believing
community participate in the Kingdom; they are changed by its presence
within them and they bear witness to it by word and deed. But they do not
confuse their present life with the Kingdom, which they await in hope.'*

Third, the metanarratives of modernity are the product of the
philosophers hired by modernity to make it solvent by solving its legitimation
deficit. By contrast, the biblical meganarrative is told by prophets and
apostles and, in the gospels, by a Son who is greater than the prophets who
came before and the apostles who came after him. These were not exactly
welcomed by the “modernities” of their own time. Nor is this surprising,
since their purpose was not to legitimate the practices of their times.
Modernity’s philosophers present their grand stories as the flowering and
fruit of human reason. There assumption is that deepest truth is already
within us and needs, as it were, only to be recollected (with the help of their
genius).

By contrast, the biblical narrators present a word from the God whose
thoughts are not human thoughts and whose ways are not human ways (Isa.
55:8). Thus St. Paul insists that the word of the cross (6Adyog 100 aTawpod) is

1492 The Marxist revolutionary awaits the classless society, but in a different mode, confident
that the theory and practice already in hand are sufficient for the “church” (read: party) to
bring about the “Kingdom” (read: classless society) without any wisdom or power from
without (read: God).



a oxavdiaov (offence, stumbling block) in Jerusalem and simply foolishness
in Athens. “Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since,
in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, God
decided through the foolishness of our proclamation, to save those who
believe” (1 Cor. 1:18-25). Here the assumption is a) that revelation is
necessary to go both beyond created reason and against sinful reason, not only
because we do not already possess the truth but because we lack the ability to
recognize it as the truth even if someone should present it to us," and b)
that both its form and its content embody a heteronomy that challenges the
modernity’s pretensions to epistemic and moral autonomy.

In other words, propetly understood, Christian faith is very different from
both modernity and the philosophies to which it turns, willing, all too willing
to justify itself (Luke 10:29). The Christian uses to which secular
postmodernism can be put will be to remind us of this difference. Lyotard’s
analysis of modernity’s metanarratives, which enables us to see how different
is the Christian mega-narrative, embodies at least three such reminders for
Christian thinkers who have ears to hear them.

First, there is a delegitimation motif, directed against all forms of
triumphalism, the implicit realized eschatology of complacent assimilation of
those who purport to be citizens of the City of God into the human, all too
human cities in which they find themselves. This is not because the biblical
story is not a story of grace as well as law, of mercy as well as judgment; it is
rather because grace and mercy make no sense apart from divine law and
judgment. The word of forgiveness is not good news to those who feel no
need of it; and the word of reconciliation can only be puzzling to those
whose God has been edited down to being the imprimatur of the language
games they all too comfortably play.

143 For this account of the difference between reason as recollection and revelation as divine
gift, see Soren Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments/ Jobannes Climacus, trans. Howard V. Hong
and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1985), pp. 9-54. Cf. “The
Difference Between a Genius and an Apostle,” in Kietkegaard, Without Authority, same
translators and press, pp. 93-108.



This is not to say, of course, that discourses that call themselves Christian
cannot function as ideology. Indeed, all too often, both at the level of first
order discourses (e.g. preaching) and second order discourse (e.g. academic
theology), the prophetic, apostolic, messianic No has been edited out in
favour of a discourse that legitimates “us”, often by self-righteously vilifying
“them”, whoever they may be at any given time. The suggestion is rather that
heard through the ears of faith, Lyotard’s version of secular postmodernism
can be heard as an editorial “stet”— a call to restore what has been edited
out.

Second, there is a specifically epistemic version of this reminder. Because
the Christian meganarrative belongs essentially to every first order Christian
discourse, it is to be understood as kerygma rather than apologetics. In other
words, because its origin is revelation and not human reason, it is a matter of
faith and not of sight (2 Cor. 5:7). The primary task of theology as second
order scholatly reflection on Christian discourse is to guard against the ever
present temptation to dilute the heteronomy of its form as revelation and its
content as counter-cultural in every epoch of human history. If there is a
secondary, apologetic task, it is to articulate to believer and unbeliever
alike,"** the inner rationale of the prophetic/ apostolic/ messianic word in
terms of which it makes sense to the believer. But this task of faith seeking
understanding is different 7070 caelo from showing that the word of the cross
makes sense to the wisdom of this wotld, which both the believer and
believing community may well have internalized without fully realizing the
opposition between the word of the cross and the wisdom of the world.
Lyotard can remind the believer who has ears to hear that faith is willing to
appeal with Socrates to “the superiority of heaven-sent madness over man-
made sanity.”'"

144 Is it not always the case that the primary consumers of apologetic discourse are believers?

45 Compare Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling/ Repetition, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H.
Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1983), p. 23 with Plato, Phaedrus, 244d.
Where St. Paul speaks of offence and foolishness, Kierkegaard and his pseudonyms speak of
offence and madness, making the same point that the world’s wisdom is not the criterion of
Christian faith but ultimately a form of resistance to it.



Third, Lyotard’s analysis can be a reminder, however unintentional, that
theology needs to guard against becoming so “scientific” that it forgets its
narrative origin and purpose. In the case of biblical theology, this happens
when it desires to ground itself in historical criticism to such a degree that it
tells us more and more about the (supposed) history of the text (both in
terms of its production and transmission, the so-called “higher” and “lower”
criticisms) and less and less about the Heilsgeschichte to which the text points
and in which it belongs. In the case of systematic theology, this happens
when the discourse becomes so metaphysical (or, for that matter, so
existential), so wedded to categories whose provenance is Athens rather than
Jerusalem, that “the mighty acts of God in history” are reduced to parables.
The temporal self is supposed to relate directly to eternity, defined by static
categories of metaphysical essence or existential possibility which render
historical mediation unnecessary if not ultimately impossible.

krck

The metaphysical version of this flight from the Christian meganarrative
has been called onto-theology by Heidegger. In his critique of “the onto-
theological constitution of metaphysics”'* we encounter another landmark
of postmodern philosophy. It is secular insofar as it fits fully within
Heidegger’s requirement that philosophy be atheistic; but in this case
Heidegger himself points to its possible Christian uses.

Heidegger’s definition of onto-theology comes in two stages and so,
correspondingly, does his critique. Aristotle’s Metaphysics is the paradigm for
Stage One. In the text that came to be known by that name, Aristotle starts
out to do ontology, to give an account of being as such— not, like the other
sciences, this or that specific region of being, but the entire domain of being
in terms of its most universal features. But he ends up doing theology, for
him to complete his account he finds it necessary to posit the Prime Mover.
The result is not two sciences but one, appropriately named onto-theology. I#

136 Identity and Difference, trans. Joan Stambaugh (New York: Harper & Row, 1969), p. 42).
The task of “overcoming metaphysics,” which is so central to Heidegget’s later thought,
stems precisely from the fact that metaphysics is onto-theology.



is the theory that posits a Highest Being who is the key to the meaning of the whole of
being.

Heidegger thinks Aristotle is anything but unique; rather, this structure
informs the entire history of metaphysics “from Anaximander to
Nietzsche,”'"” with Plato and Aristotle, Leibniz and Hegel, and Nietzsche,
yes, Nietzsche as paradigmatic instances. Usually Heidegger doesn’t even
mention Christian theology, and when he does it is to note that metaphysics
is older than Christian theology'* and that scholastic theology “is merely a
doctrinal formulation of the essence of metaphysics.”'” It is clear that a wide
variety of beings, even Nietzsche’s will to power, can play the role of the
Highest Being who is the key to the whole of being and that the Christian
God is only one of these. But at this stage Christian discourse is inevitably
onto-theological, and not just in its scholastic forms. As soon as God is
affirmed as Creator in one or another first order discourse (e.g., hymn, creed,
sermon), we have a Highest Being who is the key to the meaning of the
whole of being.

So what’s the objection? What’s wrong with this? At this stage,
Heidegger’s answer is that onto-theologically constituted metaphysics in all
its forms is Seins-vergessenbeit. He takes it to be the task of philosophy to think
Being, which is not to be identified with any being, even the Highest Being.
Metaphysics is the forgetting of Being simply because in its preoccupation
with the Highest Being it never leaves the realm of beings to thing the Being
of beings. This critique will have force only for those who 1) wish to be
philosophers and 2) accept Heidegger’s account of the philosophical task; in
other words, it will have force only for the true believers of the Heideggerian
church. The Christian theologian need not be under any compulsion to be a
philosopher, as Heidegger himself points out; and the Christian philosopher
is free to operate with a different understanding of the philosophical task,

147 “Introduction to ‘What is Metaphysics’, in Pathmarks, ed. William McNeill (Cam-bridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 280.

148 Hegel’s Concept of Experience, New York: Harper & Row, 1970), p. 147.

149 Nijetzsche, trans. David Farrell Krell (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1987), IV, 209.



especially since 1) Heidegger has had great difficulty explaining what it means
to think Being and 2) since ‘Being’ so often functions in his thought as a
surrogate for ‘God’.

So we turn to Stage Two, where Heidegger extends his definition of onto-
theology. He asks the question, “How does the deity enter into philosophy,
not just modem philosophy, but philosophy as such? And he answers that
“the deity can come into philosophy only insofar as philosophy, of its own
accord and by its own nature, requires and determines that and how the deity
enters into it In other words, God can be taken into account by
philosophy only if God is willing to play philosophy’s game on its terms and
in the service of its project. Heidegger describes that project in terms of such
notions as representational thinking and calculative thinking, which try to
bring all beings under the control of the principle of sufficient reason. He
tells 2 complex story,”" but we can summarize it by saying that onto-theology
is now to be understood not merely as affirming a Highest Being who is the
key to the whole of being but also as using that Highest Being to explain the
whole of being, 7o render the whole of being intelligible to human understanding. 1t is at
this point that onto-theology becomes an instance of totalizing thought.

Here at Stage Two of his account, Heidegger has two further critiques.
First, the onto-theological project seeks to eliminate mystery from the world
and from our understanding of it. Heidegger’s own engagement with poetry
and poetic thinking is his positive attempt to reawaken the sense of mystery
that modernity has sought to suppress.'> His critique of modern technology
is his negative protest against the hubris of the demand that the whole realm
of beings be subject to human mastery, first in thought and then in action."’

130 Identity, pp. 55-56.

151 HEspecially in The Principle of Reason, trans. Reginald Lilly (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 1991). For an overview, see the title essay of Owercoming Onto-Theology.

152 See, for example, the essays collected in Poetry, Language, Thonght, trans. Albert Hofstadter
(New York: Harper & Row, 1971) and Discourse on Thinking, trans. John M. Anderson and E.
Hans Freund (New York: Harper & Row, 1966).

153 See, for example, the essays collected in The Question Concerning Technology.



Second, echoing Pascal’s contrast between the God of the philosophers
and the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and Kierkegaard’s contrast
between the system and personal faith, Heidegger complains that in the
service of its project metaphysics resorts to such abstract concepts as casusa
prima, ultimo ratio, and causa sui, with the result that even when the Highest
Being is called ‘God’ the term is religiously meaningless. The right name for
“the God of philosophy” is causa sui, he tells us, but we “can neither pray nor
sacrifice to this god. Before the causa sui man can neither fall to his knees in
awe nor can he play music and dance before this god.”"**

While the Seinsvergessenbeit critique that accompanies Stage One of
Heidegger’s account of onto-theology has no significant Christian uses, this
double critique that accompanies Stage Two does. In fact, Heidegger
suggests as much himself in the following three important passages.

The god-less thinking which must abandon the god of philosophy, god as
causa sui, is thus perhaps closer to the divine God. Here this means only:
god-less thinking is more open to Him than onto-theo-logic would like to
admit."

This “god-less” thinking might take the form of silence about God, as in
Derrida’s non-theological appropriation of negative theology and Heidegget’s
own philosophy."*

Someone who has experienced theology in his own roots, both the
theology of the Christian faith and that of philosophy, would today rather

154 Identaty, p. 72.

155 Identity, p. 72. The “god-less” thinking to which he refers may include not only his own
philosophy with its commitment to methodological atheism, but also Nietzsche’s
announcement of the death of God. See “The Word of Nietzsche: ‘God is Dead” in The
Question Concerning Technology.

156 See “Diftérance” in Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1982): “How to Avoid Speaking: Denials” in Derrida and Negative Theo-logy, ed. Harold
Coward and Toby Foshay (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1992); and “Sauf le nom (Post-Secriptum)
in On the Name, ed. Thomas Dutoit (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1995).



remain silent about God when he is speaking in the realm of thinking. For
the onto-theological character of metaphysics has become questionable
for thinking, not because of any kind of atheism, but from the experience
of a thinking which has discerned in onto-theo-logy the still #nthought unity
of the essential nature of metaphysics."”’

But just as the patristic theologians, Greek and Latin, including Pseudo-
Dionysius himself, did not remain silent about God in spite of the
apophaticism that permeates their thought,”™® so Heidegger recognizes the
open space for a discourse about God that will not be onto-theological.
Speaking of “the possibility for Christian theology to take possession of
Greek philosophy,” Heidegger writes:'”

whether for better or for worse may be decided by the theologians on the
basis of their experience of what is Christian, in pondering what is written
in the First Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Corinthians ... “Has not
God let the wisdom of this world become foolishness?” (I Corinthians
1:20) ... Will Christian theology one day resolve to take seriously the word
of the apostle and thus also the conception of philosophy as foolishness?

Here our question about the Christian uses of secular postmodernism
becomes the question: what Christian uses for Heidegger’s Second Stage
critique can be found for a theology that wants to opt out of the onto-
theological project while still speaking of God. I speak of the Second Stage in
order to note that the “step back” out of metaphysics (in Heidegger’s sense

157 Identity, pp. 54-55.

158 Pseudo-Dionysius turns from the silence of The Mystical Theology to speech in The Divine
Names. 1t is the latter text on which Aquinas writes his commentary, and the fruit of his
encounter with apophaticism is not silence but analogical predication, speech that knows its
own inadequacy to its intended referent. St. Thomas is a Kantian when it comes to our
knowledge of God. He knows that it is phenomenal, knowledge of God under the limiting
conditions of the human capacity to receive, and not noumenal knowledge of God as God is
an sich. See John Wippel, “Quidditative Knowledge of God” in Metaphysical Themes in Thomas
Agquinas (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1984)

159 “Introduction”, p. 288.



of the term) is not an abandonment of the notion that there is a Highest
Being who is the key to the whole of being; and I speak of the onto-
theological prgject to put the focus on philosophy’s attempt to set the rules for
our God talk in terms of its purpose. At issue is the “how” rather than the
“what” of discourse. Thus, what is problematic about causa sui talk is not its
content, for as the uncreated cause of all creation, the Christian God can
rightly be designated as causa sui. The danger is that instead of being put to
use in the service of wonder at the mystery of creation, praise and thanks for
the gifts of creation, and responsible action in the service of creation, the
causal language will be put to use for the purpose of rendering the whole of
reality transparent to human under-standing, as if the human intellect were
the measure of truth and the light in which beings finite and Infinite can fully
show themselves.

This is already the first Christian use to which Heidegger’s critique can be
put: the preservation of mystery rather than its elimination. On this point
Heidegger is a reminder of the overwhelming testimony of Christian tradition
that God is incomprehensible, that God’s being, wisdom, purposes, and love
(which may not be as distinct as human language makes them seem) exceed
our ability to grasp them, whether by nature or by grace, by reason or by
revelation. A corollary of this lesson is that theology (both first and second
order discourse about God) might well think of itself less as science and
more as poetry (both lyric and narrative).

Here are a number of other lessons that Christian theology might learn
from Heidegger, or, if you prefer, other Christian uses to which his critique
can be put:

1) No philosophy, whether secular or religious, should be allowed to set
the agenda and make the rules for Christian God talk, which rather should
find its rules in its own sources and norms as found in Scripture in relation to
tradition.'” This does not mean that philosophy must be ignored, but that it
is reduced to a maieutic role, helping theology to “recollect” what it already

160 No attempt will be made here to address the question of the proper relation of tradition
to Scripture.



knows on the basis of its own sources and in terms of its own norms. Secular
philosophies (e.g. Lyotard and Heidegger) can play this role for theologies
that are willing to listen to them carefully but unwilling to grant them the
hegemony they often claim.

2) In the passage from I Corinthians cited by Heidegger, Paul identifies
the source and norm of his theology as a logos that is foolishness in the eyes
of the wisdom of the world, which he specifically links to the Greeks.
Obviously it would be foolish on his part to subordinate his logos to that of
Greek wisdom, especially when he identifies the former as the “word of the
cross”. The “step back” out of metaphysics will be a “step back” to a
theology of the cross and away from every theology of glory.'” On the
epistemic side, this means the primacy of revelation over reason, for the
cross is not something that can be “recollected” by any species of human
reason. Thus Augustine finds much of value in the books of the Platonists,
but does not find the Incarnation or the Atonement.'”® On the ethical side,
this means the call to an zwitatio Christi on the wia crucis in sacrificial
servanthood (Phil 2:5-8); nor is such an ethic “recollected” by any philosophy
not under the tutelage of Scripture. In this context onto-theology would be a
theology of glory that opens the door to glorying in the power of human
reason to discover the truth and the power of human action to accomplish
the good.

3) I have been using the terms ‘theology’, ‘God talk’, and ‘discourse about
God’ more or less interchangeably. But first order God talk includes prayer,
to which, on Heidegger’s account, onto-theology fails to lead us; and prayer
(along with other modes of worship) is not talking about God but talking to
God. Moreover, prayer as talking to God does not originate with those who
pray but is always a response to the God who has already spoken to us. First
order discourse about God belongs to a language game (form of life)

161 Luther draws this distinction in his Hezdelberg Disputation of 1518, especially in sections 19-
24. See Luther’s Works, ed. Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1957), Vol. 31,
pp. 52-55. For a brief analysis, see Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, trans. Robert C.
Schultz (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 19606), pp. 25-34.

162 Confessions, V11, 9, 20-21.



decisively shaped by listening to God and talking to God. The general
principle to which Heidegger’s critique directs our attention is that second
order discourse about God needs to be in the service of first order discourse
both to and about God on pain of being religiously otiose. The more specific
principle, a corollary if you like, is that theology must lead from prayer to
prayer. It must arise from a personal and communal life world saturated with
prayer,'® and it must lead back to prayer. It must, if it would overcome onto-
theology, a) contribute toward overcoming the legitimation crisis of prayer by
talking about God in such a way as to illuminate the necessity of talking to
God, and b) contribute toward overcoming the motivation crisis of prayer by
talking about God in such a way as to encourage and evoke prayer.

krck

These examples from Lyotard and Heidegger are but two of many ways
that secular postmodern philosophy can be useful to Christian thought. I
believe there are numerous other modes of postmodern philosophy that can
have similar Christian uses, including Derridean deconstruction and
Foucauldian power/ knowledge genealogy. I leave these and other instances
for the reader to work out, along with three reminders. First, finding such
thinkers useful to Christian thought does not mean following them blindly or
swallowing their thought uncritically. Neither in intention nor in result are
they Christian thinkers. Second, the kind of appropriation I’'m proposing is
possible just to the degree that various postmodern critical analyses are
conceptually separable from the secular, atheistic contexts in which they are
to be found. Finally, I hope that by now it is clear the very thin soup one
finds in Derrida’s “religion without religion”'** is not the only piety that one
could call “postmodern”. Rather, some postmodern critiques open the door
for a kind of Christian thought that is robustly theistic and quite specifically
Christian. No doubt such theology is not new but is to be found throughout
the history of Christian thought, if never fully free from onto-theological
tendencies. Perhaps one of the most important Christian uses to which
secular postmodernism can be put is to help contemporary Christian thinkers

163 Confessions, V11, 9, 20-21.
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sort of the wheat from the tares in our own traditions. The postmodern can
lead back to the Premodern, or, more precisely, a critically appropriated
postmodernism can lead to a critical re-appropriation of Premodern
resources.

(Courtesy: Revista portuguesa de Filosofia, Portugal, Vol. 60, Fasc. 4,
2004.)



STUDYING THE “OTHER,”
UNDERSTANDING THE “SELF”:
SCRIPTURE, REASON, AND THE

CONTEMPORARY ISLAM-WEST
ENCOUNTER

A conference was held at Hartford Seminary in Hartford, Connecticut on
April 2, 2005. The theme of the conference was “Studying the “Other,”
Understanding the “Self’— Scripture, Reason, and the Contemporary
Islam-West Encounter”. The theme was selected with the intention of
addressing a topic that has received a great deal of attention recently, the
contemporary encounter between Islam and the West. This topic had been
addressed at a wide variety of forums largely in response to current events
and the “clash of civilization” thesis. Many of these discussions have made
valuable contributions by challenging the “clash of civilization” thesis that
posits that “Islam” and the “West” are two completely alien entities tragically
destined to be at odds with each other into the indefinite future. In spite of
these valuable contributions, a shortcoming could be noticed in the dynamics
of the discourse. In almost all of these deliberations Muslim and non-
Muslim/Western scholars engaged in discussions in which the “self”
attempted to make itself better understood by directly communicating with
the “other.” Or alternately, Muslims and non-Muslims/Westerners studied
the “other” in order to better understand the “other.” The ethos shaping the
conference held at Hartford Seminary in Hartford differed from these
standard approaches on two counts. Firstly, it was consciously informed by
the question: How can a critical but empathetic study of the alien “other”
lead to a better understanding of the “self”? Secondly, it consciously
considered Revealed Scripture, alongside the tools of critical academic
inquiry, as a valid and valuable resource in the effort to address the issue at
hand. In short this conference was a “scripturally reasoned” contribution to
the discussion on the contemporary encounter between Islam and the West.

The format of the conference was the following. In the first session
(April 2™— Afternoon) Basit Koshul (Concordia College) presented a paper



arguing that an honest and candid understanding of the Muslim “self” in
modern times will be enriched by a critical but empathetic study of the
Western “other”. This was followed by 3 responses of 25-30 minutes each,
by Prof. Vincent Cornell, Yamine Mermer and Muhammad Suheyl Umar. In
the second session (April 2™ — Evening) Prof. Steven Kepnes (Colgate
University) presented a paper on the contribution that a study of the Muslim
“other” can make to a better understanding of the modern Western “self”.
This was followed by 3 responses of 25-30 minutes each, by Nick Adams,
Martin Kavka and Ian Markham. Sessions were m By Kelton Cobb,
Professor of Theology and Ethics, Hartford Seminary. Detailed program and
selected papers are given in the following pages. Here we present the
rationale of the conference as articulated by its Convener, Dr. Basit Koshul.

Studying the “Other,” Understanding the “Self”
Scripture, Reason, and the Contemporary Islam-West Encounter

Statement of Problem: A thesis that has gained wide currency in recent
years is that “Islam” and the “West” are two entities that are completely and
fundamentally alien to each other— sharing no common roots and/or ideals
whatsoever. If this thesis is indeed true, then perpetual conflict between the
two alienated entities appears to be a given and a shared peaceful future
between the two is logically ruled out. Since this thesis has gained wide
currency in academic circles, it has invariably shaped the attitudes and
policies of the “West” towards “Islam”— which in turn has shaped the
attitude of “Islam” towards the “West.” This has created the proverbial
vicious circle of attitudes shaping reality, and reality affirming held attitudes.
The viability of mutual respect and peaceful coexistence between “Islam”
and the “West” in the global village requires a change in the attitude towards
the alien other, taking into account the facts of history and empirical reality.
It is obvious that the balance of power between “Islam” and the “West” in
terms of the production of ideas and images is greatly skewed in favor of the
“West.” Consequently, both logic and ethics demand that the “West” invest
more resources in the critical evaluation of a thesis that simultaneously
posits, justifies and promotes irreconcilable and perpetual conflict between
“Islam” and the “West.”



The Conference: The conference held on Saturday, April 3 consisted of
two sessions. In the first sessions the a group of Muslim scholars discussed
the necessity of Muslims studying modern Western philosophy, history and
theology with a view to identifying the possible benefits of such study for
enhancing modern Islam’s self-understanding and capacity for self-
expression. In the second session a group of non-Muslim scholars discussed
the need for Westerners to study Islamic philosophy and intellectual history
with a view to identifying the possible benefits of such study for enhancing
the modern West’s self-understanding and capacity for self-expression.

Rationale: There are a number of discussion groups engaged in interfaith
and inter-civilizational dialogue. Many of these groups have made valuable
contributions by challenging the thesis that “Islam” and the “West” are two
completely alien entities tragically destined to be at odds with each into the
indefinite future. This conference tried to build on the work that has already
been done but, in addition, it was significantly different from the existing
efforts. In almost all of the existing projects Muslim and non-Muslim
scholars engage in discussion in which the “self” attempts to make itself
better understood by directly communicating with the “other.” Or alternately
Muslims and non-Muslims study the “other” in order to better understand
the “other.” The ethos shaping the present project will differ from both of
these standard approaches and be consciously informed by the question:
How can a critical but empathetic study of the alien “other” lead to a better
understanding of the alienated “self’? The presupposition implicit in this
question is that the “self” can enhance the depth of its own self-
understanding and capacity for self-expression if it is able to critically but
empathetically dialogue with the alien “other.” Just as significantly, scripture
will be used as a tool, along with other tools of scholarly inquiry to guide,
inform and sharpen the discussion of the topic at hand. Given the distinct
character of the ethos informing this conference, it is reasonable to assume
that such an event will offer new insights and open up new avenues of
advancing the dialogue between “Islam” and the “West.”



STUDYING THE “OTHER,”
UNDERSTANDING THE “SELF”:
SCRIPTURE, REASON, AND THE

CONTEMPORARY ISLAM-WEST
ENCOUNTER

Participant Bios

Session I: Studying the Western “Other” Understanding the Islamic
“Self”’

Presenter:
Basit Koshul
Assistant Professor, Religion Department, Concordia College

Education: PhD (2003) Drew University in Sociology of Religion, PhD
(ABD) University of Virginia, Religious Studies

Area of Specialty and Interests: Sociology of religion, philosophy of
religion and science, Islam and the modern world.

Publications and Related Activity: Koshul has published a number of
articles in scholatly journals in the area of Islamic Studies, the most recent
being “Ghazzali, Ibn Rushd and Islam’s Sojourn into Modernity: A
Comparative Study” in Islamic Studies (43/2). Palgrave Macmillan has recently
published his revised dissertation for his first PhD titled The Postmodern
Significance of Max Weber’s Legacy. He is currently working on two projects: a) a
comparative study of Weber’s methodology of scientific inquiry and CS
Peirce’s philosophy of science and b) a comparative study of Muhammad
Igbal’s and CS Peirce’s philosophy of religion (in collaboration with Richard
Gilmore of the Philosophy Department at Concordia College.)



Respondents:
Vincent Cornell

Professor of History and Director of the King Fahd Center for
Middle East and Islamic Studies, University of Arkansas

Education: PhD (1989) UCLA in Islamic Studies
Specialties and Interests: Islamic history, theology, law

Publications and Related Activity: A partial list of Cornell’s
publications includes a number of articles in scholarly journals and
groundbreaking studies in two different areas: a) a study of Moroccan Sufism
titled Realnm: of the Saint: Power and Authority in Moroccan Sufism and b) an original
study of a leading figure in Maghribi Sufism titled The Way of Abu Madyan:
Doctrinal and Poetic Works of Abu Madyan Shu'ayb ibn al-Husayn al- Ansari. His
most recent publications are on Islamic theology and philosophy ("Religion
and Philosophy" chapter for World Eras Volume 2: The Rise and Spread of Islam
622-1500, Susan L. Douglass, ed.), and the challenges of the terrorist attacks
of 9/11 to the Muslim wortld ("A Muslim to Muslims: Reflections After
September 11," The South Atlantic Quarterly, 101:2, Spring 2002). He has also
authored The Book of the Glory of the Black Race: al-Jahiz’s Kitab Fakbr as-Sudan
'ala al-Bidan.

Yamine Mermet

Education: PhD, Durham University in Theoretical Physics, PhD
(Candidate) Religious Studies, Indiana University

Area of Specialty and Interests: Philosophy of science, hermeneutics,
theory of meaning, and ethics especially with respect to the thought of
Bediuzzaman Said Nursi

Publications and Related Activity: Mermer has authored one book,
Bilimin Marifetullah  Boyutlary (Transcendental Dimensions of Science, co-
authored two, Risale-i Nur'dan Bir Toplumsal Baris Onerisi (Towards Peace: A



Proposal from the Risale-i Nur) and Bélimin Oteki Yuzu (Beyond Science) and
translated two others from Turkish into French; Nature: Cause ou Effet by Said
Nursi, Les Deuxc Voies pour L'Homme by Said Nursi. She 2 of 3 has also
presented papers at international symposia, a number of which have been
published as chapters in the symposia proceedings.

Muhammad Suheyl Umar
Director, Iqbal Academy Pakistan

Education: MA (1979) English, M Phil (1994) Igbal studies, AIOU, PhD
(ABD), Punjab University Lahore in Philosophy, Training in traditional
Islamic Sciences (Arabic, Persian, Tajwid and Hifz)

Area of Specialty and Interests: Sufism as well as in the thought of
Muhammad Igbal and in the intellectual history of the Indian subcontinent
from Shah Waliullah to Igbal.

Publications and Related Activity: Umar is the Founder-Editor of
Riwayat, a scholarly Urdu journal;, Editor, Igbal Review, a quartetly journal,
published alternately in Urdu and English, focusing on Igbal studies in
addition to Islamic Studies, Comparative Religion, Philosophy, Literature,
History, Arts and Sociology. He also planned and inaugurated the Persian,
Arabic and Turkish versions of Igbal Review. He also edited Studies in Tradition,
a quarterly journal devoted to traditional studies on Metaphysics, Philosophy,
Literature, Art and Science. Well versed in Urdu, English, Arabic, and
Persian, he has contributed a number of articles on Islamic and literary
themes to reputed academic journals apart from publishing works in English,
Urdu and Persian on Igbal, Islamic Studies, literature and Sufism.

Session II: Studying the Islamic “Other” Understanding the
Western “Self”’

Presenter:

Steve Kepnes



Murray W. and Mildred K. Finard Professor in Jewish Studies,
Colgate University

Education: MA (1976), PhD (1983) University of Chicago

Area of Specialty and Interests: Judaism, holocaust and genocide
studies, contemporary Israel, Ethics in Judaism and relations between Jewish
ethics and contemporary ethical theory Publications and Related Activity:
Reasoning After Revelation: Dialognes in Postmodern Jewish Philosophy, with Peter
Ochs and Robert Gibbs (Westview Press, 1997); Editor, Interpreting Judaism in
a Postmodern Age New York University Press, 1996); The Text as Thou (Indiana
University Press, 1992); The Challenge of Psychology to Faith, co-editor (NY:
Seabury, 1982); articles in The Harvard Theological Review, [udaism, Journal of
Jewish Studies, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion. Fellow, Hebrew University
and Hartman Institute, Jerusalem, Israel 1993-95; editor, Judaism section,
Religions Studies Review, co-editot, Journal of Textual Reasoning.

Respondents:
Nick Adams

Lecturer, Christian Systematic Theology and Philosophical
Theology, University of Edinburgh

Education: PhD University of Cambridge in Theology

Area of Specialty and Interests: German Idealism (Kant to Hegel) and
its critics: its influence on Christian theology in the twentieth century and
beyond.

Publications: Nick has written on figures in the Christian theological
tradition that have been influenced by German Idealism, e.g. Schleiermacher,
Rahner, Pannenberg, Moltmann. He has recently completed a monograph on
theological themes in the work of the German social theorist Jirgen
Habermas, and is currently working on an introductory book for theologians
on the meanings of ‘God’ in German Idealism. This is intended to persuade
theological students to study the debates begun in this often-misunderstood



period and continued in the present. He has also written on the relationship
between tradition and rationality.

Martin Kavka
Assistant Professor of Religion, Florida State University
Education: PhD (2000) Rice University

Specialties and Interest: Modern Furopean and American Jewish
thought, post-Holocaust thought, and postmodern philosophy of religion.

Puplications and Related Activity: His first book, Jewish Messianism and
the History of Philosophy, was recently published with Cambridge University
Press. In addition to publishing a number of articles in scholarly journals
Kavka is currently working on preparing The Cambridge History of Jewish
Philosophy: The Modern Era (co-edited with David Novak, planned publication
2008). He is also working on two long-term projects that reflect his interests
in post-Holocaust thought and the post-modern philosophy of religion. The
first, tentatively titled Redemption Now! The Metaphysics of Presence in Halakba,
analyzes a group of Jewish philosophical and theological texts that claim that
the world-to-come can be accessed in the present moment through
performing divinely commanded acts. The second, tentatively titled The Perils
of Covenant, will argue that the recent trend in liberal Jewish theology to
conflate the secular and sacred realms leads to a comprehensive liberalism (to
use John Rawls' phrase) that risks being both politically obsolete and
religiously fanatical; the conclusion of this book will begin the work of
grounding a political liberalism out of traditional Jewish sources.

Ian Markham
Professor of Theology and Ethics, Dean of Hartford Seminary
Education: M Litt, University of Cambridge,

PhD University of Exeter



Area of Specialty and Interests: Philosophical Theology, Christian
Ethics, Christianity and Other Religions

Publications and Related Activity: Markham’s current writing project is
titled, '"An Open Orthodoxy'. It will be a substantial study of the ways in
which the Christian tradition has been shaped by non-Christian sources and
traditions. A partial list of his publications includes three books, Plurality and
Christian Ethics, Truth and the Reality of God and A Theology of Engagement, three
co-authored books on practical theology, two textbooks and a number of
articles in scholarly and popular periodicals. Speaking of the approach
shaping his scholarship, Markham notes: “We live in an odd world:
conservative Christians largely use the term orthodox. Yet the truth about
the religious tradition we have inherited is that it is dynamic, open, and
interactive. True fidelity to our tradition requires an openness and willingness
to learn from others. My commitment to interfaith dialogue is not a betrayal
or compromise of my tradition.

Sessions Moderated By Kelton Cobb

Professor of Theology and Ethics, Hartford Seminary
Education: MDiv, Princeton Theological Seminary

PhD, University of Iowa

Area of Specialty and Interests: Systematic Theology, Theology of
Culture, Theological Ethics

Publications and Related Activity: Cobb joined the faculty of Hartford
Seminary in 1995, and teaches courses in theology and ethics. He has a keen
interest in the overlap of these two disciplines, understanding that a theology
gives rise to moral actions, and that moral actions assume a theology. He has
authored the Blackwel] Guide to Theology and Popular Culture, two papers
published as chapters in books and a number of articles in scholatly journals.
His current interest is in reading theologians who lived and wrote during
periods of history that



we now recognize, retrospectively, as "hinge" periods for western
civilization -- theologians like Augustine, Dante, Calvin, Bartolome de las
Casas, Pope Leo XIII and Abraham Kuyper. Fach of them made a serious
attempt to reflect on the changes going on around them in light of their
theological convictions. The influence of their writings on the unfolding
social theory of the west has been largely neglected, but with many
recognizing that we are again in a hinge period of our history, there is a small
renaissance of attention to these theologians.



STUDYING THE WESTERN OTHER,
UNDERSTANDING THE ISLAMIC SELF:
A QUR’ANICALLY REASONED
PERSPECTIVE

Basit Bilal Koshul

The fact that Islam is facing a particularly difficult challenge in its socio-
cultural encounter with the modern West is attentively detailed by Murad in
his essay titled “Faith in the Future: Islam After the Enlightenment”.'” In the
beginning of the essay he cites the late right-wing Dutch politician Prim
Fortuyn as pointing to the root cause of the impasse. Fortuyn said:
“Christianity and Judaism have gone through the laundromat of humanism
and enlightenment, but that is not the case with Islam”.'* Foruyn’s position
requires contemporary Islam to pass through the Enlightenment in order for
it to become a part of the modern world. In reaction to this diatribe from the
right in Western Europe, certain quarters in the Muslim world assert that
Islam must resist any and all constructive engagement with the
Enlightenment tradition. The former position sees nothing good in Islam
and requires a complete embrace of the Enlightenment while the latter
position sees nothing good in the Enlightenment and advocates an assertion
of Islamic ideals in the face of encroaching modernity. Both of these
positions fail to note that the post-Nietzschean critique of the Enlightenment
has laid bare the fact that there is no such thing as Enlightenment orthodoxy.
A careful review of the Enlightenment tradition reveals that it is composed
of differing (and very often competing) voices, ideas and trends. This
postmodern “discovery” brings with it the possibility of a more nuanced (and
perhaps more fruitful) way of discussing the possibilities and dynamics of
Islam’s encounter with the modern West. While some elements in the
Enlightenment are clearly repugnant to Islamic (and other religious) ideals
other elements show remarkable convergence with Islamic ideals and

165 Murad, A. (2002) “Faith in the Future: Islam After the Enlightenment” at
http://www.masud.co.uk/ISLAM/ahm/postEnlight.htm. 8.
166 Cited by Murad, 3.
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teachings. Given the multiform character of the Enlightenment, a more
adequate way of discussing Islam’s encounter with Enlightenment modernity
would be to identify those elements that are antithetical to Islamic teachings
and propose a meaningful way of responding to the difficulties and
challenges that they pose. Given the multiform character of the
Enlightenment, this critical engagement with Enlightenment modernity has
to be complemented with constructive engagement. The constructive
engagement for its part will have to go beyond merely providing a list of the
positive attributes of the Enlightenment and identify possibility and
parameters of their affirmation from an Islamic perspective. I will first
present a reasoned argument outlining the possibility (and necessity) of such
a mode of engagement between Islam and the modern West. Then I will turn
to the Qur’an and demonstrate how this “reasoned” argument is rooted in
the Qur’anic narrative. I hope to offer a Qur’anically reasoned argument that
not only makes it possible to “understand the ‘self’ by studying the ‘other™
but almost seems to predicate the very possibility of self-knowledge on a
critical but empathetic understanding of the “alien” other.

At the risk of sounding pedantic I must offer a disclaimer at the very
beginning of this discussion. Terms such as “Islam”, “modern West”,
“Enlightenment”, “modernity” etc. will be used quite often in the following
pages. I am conscious of the fact that the reality that these terms refer to is
far more varied (actually infinitely more varied) than my presentation
suggests. That much having been said, I feel justified in using these terms in
the manner that I do because I use them in a manner that is “objectively
possible” and has proven to be so by numerous other investigations. These
terms are “ideal types” in a strictly Weberian sense— concepts that have been
abstracted from empirical reality in order to facilitate the conceptual mastery
of that reality for the purpose of understanding (and eventually remedying) a

cultural condition that the investigator finds to be deleterious.
Squaring the Circle: Islam and the Enlightenment Challenge

Murad notes that theology is “all about the successful squaring of
circles”'’— talking about the infinite mystery of God in finite human terms,

167 Murad, 1.



asserting that in spite of appearances to the contrary God is as absolutely just
as He is omnipotent, and asserting that the most valuable of knowledge is to
be had by means that are as palpable as they are inexplicable. But the
squaring of circles is not limited to spiritual concerns— it has socio-cultural
implications as well. The particular character of Islamic monotheism leads to
a universalism in which a particular religious tradition (i.e. Islam) seeks to
integrate itself into and enrich cultures other than the one into which it was
born. And the historical record indicates that Islam has been largely
successful in this endeavour:

Despite its Arabian origins, Islam is to be not merely for the nations, but of
the nations. No pre-modern civilization embraced more cultures than that
of Islam...The many-coloured fabric of the traditional Umma is not
merely part of the glory of the Blessed Prophet, of whom it is said: “Truly
your adversary is the one cut off” (108:3). It also demonstrates the divine
purpose that this Ishmaelite covenant is to bring a monotheism that
uplifts, rather than devastates cultures.'®

This record of historical success makes the tensions characterizing Islam’s
encounter with modern Western culture that much more puzzling. For
Murad the conflictual state of affairs between Islam and the modern West
gives rise to the most serious of all questions: “[I]s the engagement of Islamic
monotheism with the new capitalist global reality a challenge that even Islam,
with its proven ability to square circles cannot manage?”.'” The answer given
by ideologues, demagogues and zealots on both sides of the Islam-West
divide is a resounding “NO!”

Murad argues that this negative response can be and should be challenged.
He posits that turning to a spiritual form of Islam, as represented by Sufism,
opens up the possibility of “a form of religion that elegantly and persuasively
squares the circles” in the contemporary encounter between Islam and the
West. This is an alternative to a “purely non-spiritual reading of Islam,
lacking the vertical dimension [that] tends to produce only liberals or zealots;

168 Thid, 2.
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and both have proved irrelevant to our needs”.'” In contrast to blindness
characterizing the fanatics and the slavishness of the liberals:

A more sane policy, albeit a more courageous, complex and nuanced one,
has to be the introduction of Islam as a prophetic, dissenting witness
within the reality of the modern world."”

It is difficult to argue with Murad’s conclusion that the successful
squaring of the circle in the contemporary setting requires that the dissenting
voice be located within modernity. But in order to do this adequately the
difficulties and challenges inherent in such an undertaking need to be
understood clearly. A close look at the defining characteristics of modern
Western thought reveals the extreme difficulty of being a dissenting voice
within the this tradition from the perspective of traditional religion and
classical philosophy. It is well known that concern with wisdom, illumination
and the Divine is at the heart of all pre-modern religious traditions. Recent
studies of classical philosophy have shown that this also the case with the
philosophical tradition. For example, Pierre Hadot notes that in spite of
many differences regarding the particulars, all schools of classical Greek
philosophy viewed the study of philosophy as a an “askesis” or philosophical
exercises “linked to the custom of spiritual instruction”.'”” The ultimate goal
of these exercises was “to effect a modification and a transformation in the
subject who practiced them”.'"” Furthermore, philosophy as a means of
“attaining wisdom” was seen as being inseparable from the choice of a
particular way of life,

[w]hether it is the choice of the good, as in Plato; or the choice of
pleasure, as for the Epicureans; or the choice of moral intent, as for the
Stoics; ot the choice of life in accordance with the Intellect, in the case of
Aristotle and Plotinus..."™
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In agreement with traditional religion, classical philosophy viewed human
reason as one means among others in the pursuit of the ultimate goal (i.e.
wisdom, illumination or the Divine). Additionally, both traditional religion
and classical philosophy saw ethical praxis as an indispensable element in the
exercise and disciplining of reason. In short the pre-modern religious and
philosophical tradition sees the human mind as a finite and limited entity that
needs the aid of external resources if it is to fulfill its function adequately. But
Enlightenment philosophy categorically rejects the limited and relational
character of the human mind/reason. Murad notes:

The Enlightenment,..., as Descartes foresaw, would propose that the
mind is already self-sufficient and that moral and spiritual growth are not
preconditions for intellectual eminence...Not only is the precondition of
the transformation of the subject repudiated, but the classical idea, shared
by the religions and the Greeks, that access to truth itself brings about a
personal transformation, is dethroned just as insistently.'”

The repudiation of classical philosophy and traditional religion by
Enlightenment thought has far reaching implications regarding the possibility
of a meaningful “prophetic dissenting witness wzthin the reality of the modern
wortld”. The possibility of such a voice requires that the critiquing, dissenting
witness and the critiqued modern world share some common ground. In the
absence of some common ground relating the critic to the critiqued there
cannot be any critique from within, only (zealous) condemnation from
without, or the obsequious surrender of the outsider. But Enlightenment
philosophy categorically rejects all philosophical and religious notions of
wisdom, illumination and the Divine. From the Enlightenment perspective
all talk about these “spiritual realities” is either irrational nonsense or a
hermeneutical mask concealing economic interests, the will to power or
libidinal desires. Because of the Enlightenment’s notion of self-sufficient
reason as the ultimate arbiter between doubt and certainty, the crucial
question that any religious or philosophical voice aspiring to be a dissenting
voice within modernity has to face is: Where is the common ground that 1
share with Enlightenment thought that allows for a meaningful exchange?

175 Murad, 9.



In addition to the aforementioned difficulty that faces all religious and
philosophical traditions, Enlightenment philosophy offers Islam a particularly
acute challenge. In the well known Hadith 1 Gibreel, the salient features of
Iman, Islam and Ihsan are described in detail by the Blessed Prophet— and it is
implied that faith, peace/surrender and grace/plentitude are the natural order
of things. If we take Descartes, Hobbes and Malthus as representative
thinkers of the Enlightenment paradigm we can say that doubt, brutishness
and scarcity/selfishness characterize the state of nature.'”® To the degree that
Cartesian doubt, Hobesian brutishness and Malthusian calculations are part
of the ethos that shaped (and is shaping) the modern West, it becomes that
much more difficult to envision Islam playing the role of a “dissenting
witness within the reality of the modern world”. While other religious
traditions are challenged by the Enlightenment paradigm, none is challenged
more directly and acutely than Islam given the centrality of faith (iman),
peace/surrender (isiam) and grace/plentitude (7hsan) in the Islamic theological
and socio-cultural vision.

Any attempt to square the circle in the modern setting requires a candid
acknowledgement of the unique characteristics of the Enlightenment
paradigm that has given birth to the modern reality. Because of the
Enlightenment’s rejection of the traditional religious/philosophical
understanding of wisdom, illumination and the Divine human reason/mind
are left as the only shared ground on which the dissenting voice and the
dominant paradigm can relate to each other. Consequently, if the squaring of
the circle is to be done as a dissenting voice from within the modern world
then the following conditions will have to be met: a) human mind/teason be
the court of appeal for all critique/complaints and b) human mind/reason be
the foundation on which all principles are affirmed/stand. In other words
reason and rationality have to be the starting point of both the critique of the
Enlightenment paradigm and the affirmation of any (Islamic) alternative. In
sum in order for Islam to be a dissenting voice from within the modern
wortld, the squaring the circle means pursuing the twin tasks of critique of the

176 Tt is obviously the case that the Enlightenment paradigm does not define the modern
West in its totality, and it is equally obviously the case Descartes, Hobbes and Malthus do
not exhaust the possibilities of Enlightenment thought. Enlightenment thought and the ideas
of these thinkers are cited here only to bring into sharp relief the uniquely modern character
of the problematic that Islam must face (and face up to) in its attempt to square the circle.
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Enlightenment paradigm and affirmation of the Islamic alternative “within
the limits of reason alone”.'”” While this task seems quite daunting one can
scarcely imagine the implications for contemporary Islam’s self-
understanding if an affirmation of zwan, islam and ihsan (it not Iman, Islam and
Ihsan) can be accomplished “within the limits of reason alone”. This apparent
capitulation to the Enlightenment paradigm should not in any way be taken
to mean that revelation and tradition have no role to play in Islam’s
contemporary encounter with the modern West (the next two section will
detail the role of revelation and tradition in this regard). But it should be
understood that since any appeal to “spiritual realities,” religion and tradition
place the dissenting voice outside the reality of the modern world, then such
appeals are not directly relevant to Islam’s contemporary attempt to square
the circle.

Circling the Square: Islam and the Enlightenment Promise

If Islam has been supremely successful at squaring the circles in the past it
is not just because it has had the ability to be a dissenting voice within a
particular  socio-cultural reality. Just as importantly, perhaps more
importantly, Islam has been able to affirm the validity and authenticity of the
deepest aspirations and yearnings of numerous non-Arab cultural
configurations— and offer the resource of the Qur’anic narrative in which
these aspirations and yearnings can be expressed (augmenting and enriching
the pre-existing expressions). This dual role of dissent and affirmation is in
keeping with a holistic vision of the prophetic witness. Robert Ellwood notes
that the apostle (or prophetic witness in our terms) is not merely a dissenting
critic but also (and maybe more importantly) an affirming advocate. For
Ellwood, the prophetic witness becomes a “spokesperson for an existing, but
perhaps uncrystallized and emergent” ™ spiritual and ethical agenda that was
already present in society. It is the task (and genius) of the prophetic witness
to adapt and reconfigure these pre-existing (positive) trends in society,
distinguish them from the established (negative) trends and attitudes
inhibiting their emergence and affirm the positive trends from the

177 This phrase is used with due acknowledgment (and apologies) to Kant.
178 Ellwood, R. (2003) Cycles of Faith: The Development of the World’s Religions. California:
Altamira Press. 85.



perspective of his ministry. In other words, the prophetic witness offers a
revelatory affirmation of some of the real but dormant aspirations and
potentialities at the very heart of its socio-cultural environment, whose
emergence and maturation is being forestalled by neglect and forgetfulness.
In short, in addition to striving to be a dissenting witness from within an
established order, the prophetic witness also strives to be an affirming voice
from outside of that order— with the revealed word providing the grounds of
affirmation.'” Consequently, in order for the task of squaring the circle to be
a meaningful exercise in Islam’s contemporary encounter with the modern
West, there has to be an Islamic affirmation of some of the deepest
aspirations that are at the heart of the Enlightenment project.

The task of affirmation in the contemporary meeting of Islam with the
modern world, pre-supposes that there is something worthy of affirmation.
This for its part requires an identification of the affirmative side of the
Enlightenment. The Enlightenment is not merely a negative program that
rejects the reality of wisdom, illumination and the Divine, it is also a positive
program that affirms the ideals of individualism, universalism and
materialism. Expressing these Enlightenment ideals in their non-reified form,
it can be said that the Enlightenment ideals affirm the irreducible dignity of
the individual human being, the equality of all human beings before the law
and the value/worth of the material and profane wotlds. In conjunction with
other ideas and in tension with still some others, these three ideals have
shaped the social, political and educational institutions of the modern West.
Speaking in the most general terms, it can be said that modern civil law, the
modern political state and the modern secular academy/university represent
the institutionalization of these ideals. While the depth and breath of
institutionalization of these ideals has varied greatly in different Western
societies, the past 3-4 centuries of Western history show an inexorable
movement in this direction. An argument could be made (and has been
made) that the United States has institutionalized Enlightenment ideals with a
greater consistency and breadth than any other Western country. The

179 Mohammed Bamyeh has authored a recent study detailing the fact that the Blessed
Prophet simultaneously built upon and critiqued/dismantled existing ideas and structures
from the pre-Islamic era. See Mohammed A. Bamyeh The Social Origins of Isiam: Mind,
Economy, Discourse. Minnesota, London: University of Minnesota Press. 1999.



evidence in favor of this contention is not insignificant. What cannot be
contested is the fact that the modern West’s institutions, self-understanding
and historical development are all inextricably tied to these three ideals. The
Enlightenment break with traditional religion'™ is as much tied to the
affirmation of individualism, universalism and materialism as to the rejection
of the notions of wisdom, illumination and the Divine. In short, the
institutionalization of these three ideals represent those positive affirmations
that set Enlightenment thought apart from traditional religion.

This Enlightenment affirmation provides the opportunity for the
monotheistic religious traditions to engage with the Enlightenment tradition
on a positive note. Beginning with Max Weber'®' in the early part of the 20"
century, a body of literature has been steadily accumulating demonstrating
that critical Enlightenment ideas and ideals cannot be understood in isolation
from the sublimation of a particular religious impulse. Alasdair Mclntyre,'®
Peter Berger,'® John Milbank,'™ and Rodney Stark'® (among others) have
further detailed the intimate link between religious ideals and the birth of
modern West. The sociologists in this list have gone so far as to suggest that
secularization of human culture becomes an historical possibility only with
the emergence of monotheism and that the modern, secular West is the
product of a particularly monotheistic religious development. To the degree
that the analysis linking monotheism with modernity is correct, it provides

180 T do not mention classical philosophy at this point because Enlightenment self-
understanding posits a continuation with and fulfillment of the classical philosophical
tradition. While there is scholarly research that shows Enlightenment philosophy to be a
break from classical philosophy in its rejection of wisdom, illumination and the Divine (i.e.
Hadot), I am not aware of a similar argument showing that the Enlightenment
understanding of individualism, universalism and materialism is also a departure from
classical philosophy.
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the traditional monotheistic religions with the opportunity to consider the
Enlightenment as a post-traditional expression of monotheistic ideals. From
the Islamic perspective the Enlightenment can be seen as a post-Qur’anic
monotheistic tradition— in a very limited, particular (but not insignificant)
sense. But in addition to this opportunity that Islam shares with other
monotheistic traditions for positively engaging with the Enlightenment, it is
distinctively positioned to affirm key Enlightenment ideals in a way that
other religious traditions can’t. The Enlightenment affirmation of the dignity
of the individual, equality before the law and the wvalue of the
material/profane wortld provides Islam with a unique opportunity to be an
affirming witness from outside the modern world. It can be stated with
confidence that Islam can affirm the three aforementioned Enlightenment
ideals (in their non-reified form) with a greater degree of consistency and
insistency than any other religious tradition. The fact that the Qur’an is a
revealed book by which the Divine instructed humanity in the ways of
knowledge, wisdom, etc. locates Islam in the pre-modern historical period.
Consequently, the Qur’anic event places Islam outside the modern world in a
very particular and limited (but by no means insignificant) sense.

The Hajj is the one ritual in Islam that expresses the affirmation of the
aforementioned ideals most comprehensively and the “circling of the square”
(the fawaf around the Ka‘aba) is among the most important rituals of the
Hajj. This annual circling of the square is the Islamic affirmation of the
irreducible dignity of the individual, the equality of all human beings before
the law and the spiritual value of the material world and profane acts. During
the Hajj all pilgrims perform the same rites, in the exact same way and in the
exact same sanctuary. Furthermore, every act that the pilgrim performs, from
eating and getting a haircut to circling the Ka‘aba and standing at the plain of
Arafat, is a consecrating act. There is no culminating event where a particular
individual, from a particular tribe, goes into a particular part of the sanctuary
to perform particular rituals that signal the culmination of communion
between the human and the Divine. Similarly there is no particular caste
whose members perform particular rituals to symbolize the human
participation in the life of the Divine.

The rituals during the Hajj are a more intense expression of Islam’s claim
that all human beings in the post-Prophetic period are equally capable of



becoming priests— individuals whose actions can transform the profane into
the sacred and who can participate in the life of the Divine. There is no
liturgy or consecrating ritual that is the exclusive privilege/domain of a group
of people set apart from (or above) the rest of the community— all liturgy
and all consecrating rituals are the collective heritage of the Ummah.
Furthermore, there is no worldly act or material object that is not potentially
sacred— all that is needed is for a believer to invoke the Word of God (in the
tradition of the Blessed Prophet) to consecrate the object/act. In other
words, potentially every human being is a Levite/Brahman, every place in the
world the Holy LLand and every worldly act (or material thing) a sacrament.
From the Islamic perspective any act done by any human being at any time
can be a means of communion/participation in the Divine life. For
Muhammad Igbal, this is the profound cultural and philosophic significance
of the doctrine of the finality of Prophethood:

The [Blessed] Prophet of Islam seems to stand between the ancient and
the modern world. In so far as the source of his revelation [the Qur’an] is
concerned he belongs to the ancient world; in so far as the spirit of his
revelation is concerned he belongs to the modern world. In him life
discovers other sources of knowledge suitable to its new direction. The
birth of Islam...is the birth of the inductive intellect. In Islam prophecy
reaches its perfection in discovering the need of its own abolition. This
involves the keen perception that life cannot for ever be kept in leading
strings; that, in order to achieve full self-consciousness, man must be
finally thrown back on his own resources. The abolition of priesthood and
hereditary kingship in Islam, the constant appeal to reason and experience
in the Qur’an, and the emphasis it lays on Nature and History as sources
of human knowledge, are all different aspects of the same idea of
finality.'®

Consequently, it is stating the obvious that there are strong elective
affinities between the Qur’anic notion of the human being as an individual,
humanity on a universal level and the material/profane worlds and the

186 Igbal, M. (1999) The Reconstruction of Religions Thought in Islam. Lahore, Pakistan: Institute of
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Enlightenment ideals of individualism, universalism and materialism.”®" The

research of George Makdisi'™ on the rise of colleges, Marcel Boisard™® on

187 In the previous section the examples of Descartes, Hobbes and Malthus were isolated
from the Enlightenment tradition in order to highlight and sharpen the distinction between
Islam and Enlightenment thought. Here three particular ideals are isolated in order to
highlight the common